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1. Called to Service
The grime of the smelters filled the air, covering the sky
and making every wall and signpost sooty. A few snags of
weed struggled thru the cracks in the rough concrete that
paved the area. Hot-glued plastic sheds sagged against the
barracks-like walls of the residential knock-downs packed
tightly together. A skinny dog passing by sniffed the ground
around them, then moved on. A bulky man in a grey shoulderstrap and coveralls sat on a step, sucking a malodorous
cigarette. In the distance a reedy woman’s voice shrilled.
Five pre-teens came by in a group. When the man did not
get up, they stopped, standing in front of him in a semicircle.
They were toadies from Old Residential, with big brows and
foreheads. Their sickly, pale, blotchy skin spoke of
generations of ancestors in the uranium mines and earned
them their 'toadies' nickname.
Bulf was from old blood in south Navorkensville. The
stoop he was sitting on was no doubt built by an ancestor
when the year still began with a ‘2’. The present tin structure
on that foundation was only meant to last ten years, but it had
sagged here for double that now.
“What’s you got?” The kid in the middle said, dispensing
with all the idle social chatter, like ‘this is a stickup’ or ‘I’m
robbing you.’
Bulf took a last long drag of his ‘rette and flipped the butt
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in the young man’s face. It bounced off the bridge of his nose.
He tried not to flinch, but blinked. “Ain’t got nothing I can
give ya but a spanking,” Bulf said apologetically.
Five blades flicked in the next second. “Yeah; you’re
going to spank me?” the young tough said. He and all his
friends had savage little switch-blades, duplicates of those
used by Special Forces in the early atomic age.
“Metal blades,” Bulf yawned, keeping his eyes fixed on
those of the punk in the middle, and thumbed his pocket
inductor. “Hardly worth scavenging these days,” he said as he
came out of that yawn. He snorted a laugh as they dropped
the red-hot knives and ran. “Well that’s how kids learn,” he
said to himself and picked up the knives. He wouldn’t get
much for them, he thought, looking them over. Maybe if he
put an edge on them he could get a couple bucks each from
the cheap muscle that only worked the slums. They were most
likely the toadies older brothers, so they’d wind up with them
again anyway as soon as they got dull. Eh, it kept people
working.
Maggage found the top of these stairs. “You didn’t hear
me calling you?”
“I was working,” he shouted back up.
“You ain’t worked since...” she started.
She must have seen them the same time he heard them, he
turned to the sound of marching feet and saw another group
of people approaching. They were uniformed, big and
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athletic, wearing augmented helmets with head’s-ups and
carrying up-to-date Makov XD’s over their shoulders. They
weren’t in the colors of either the city government or the
Centorin Union in Kex. They were too well equipped to be
city anyway, undoubtedly troops of a major House, maybe
even a land consortium. Their leader was about seven feet tall
and three wide with his arms at his sides. He carried an
auxiliary screen to augment his head’s-up in one hand and an
ugly versapistol, live, in the other.
Bulf wanted no part of whatever this was about and began
to ease back up the stairs. He eased a little quicker once he
was out of their sight. Maggage was already in the front room
peeking thru a crack from behind the door. He was halfway
up the stairs when their point man darted by the opening at
the bottom and barked ‘bogie’, coming to a stop just beyond
the stairway. The leader trained a strong inductor on him.
“Hey,” he yelled, “ I got some cheap knives, I sharpen
‘em for people. City permit 8831758981,” he said as he held
the larger ones by the ends of their handles. It was true, he
had a drawer full of permits and licenses, most of them even
legit.
The inductor was shut down as the leader stepped into the
doorway. “We’re here to speak with Bulf d’Easeron.”
There was no doubt in his mind that he would have little
luck denying his name. He could come up with no reason
why these people would be looking for him. Anything he did
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was several decimal places beneath the ken of troops like
these. “Y-yes I am but...”
“Do you know a man named Dorrick O’She?”
Dorrick O’She? He hadn’t heard the name in at least
twenty years. He’d gone away with Jason to Kex, breaking up
their team and leaving him to survive on small stuff ever
since. “I knew an O’She, I think his name was Dorrick, we
worked together once or twice. I haven’t seen him in twenty
years.” If Dorrick had done something to rouse these guys he
felt sorry for him, but he wanted no part of it himself. He still
counted Dorrick as a dear friend, but he wasn't about to stand
in the way of these guys if they wanted him.
“We would like you to come speak with Alpha Morbellus
if you would. You will be compensated for your time, of
course.”
Bulf knew these troops were probably piling up a hundred
an hour in their accounts, but Bulf knew better than to ask
even a tenth of that. He tried five and got it. He knew Magg
was listening just inside the door out of sight. “Magg, I’m
going to go answer some questions.”
She began screaming, he heard her slide down to the floor
with her back against the door.
“Lock up, I’ll be back.” She was a nervous girl, but she
watches so much video. It’s not really that mean out here.
Bulf was almost enjoying the power of marching in the
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center of this formation of Augs, right behind their leader.
From this vantage point he could now see that they each had
wall-penetrating radar in the head’s-up of their visors. He
could look in the corner and see part of that. They could see
all the people hiding in the knock-downs along this street,
peeking out the cracks in their shutters. It is a block and a half
to the local public station. In Bulf’s neighborhood only a few
of the major pimps and goons have private stations. They
secured the station before they called in a private car. The car
was sumptuous, in green velvet with gold satin trim and
grand orchestral music in the background. It was equipped
with more networking and compute power than any business
in this part of town.
Alpha Morbellus was all the way across town. Their
leader kept a map up with all traffic plotted, detail routing
reports flashing second to second. He talked to someone on
his in-ear thru the whole ride using nursery-rhyme code. The
car covered the twenty miles between the North and South
branches of the Navorken in just over three minutes. The
other two in this car silently stared at Bulf the whole time.
These guys were crack, Bulf had never made it to their level
in the paramilitary, even when their trio was together. They
began decelerating and switching as soon as they crossed the
north branch of the river into the upscale district on the near
north shore. Some of the oldest money in Navorkensville had
estates out here.
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It was obvious that this was not the primary tube station
in this residence as soon as the door opened. While relatively
well-to-do small Houses as seen by the masses on vids would
swoon to have this chamber, there is something about it that
said ‘service entrance’ in spite of the titanium-trimmed
marble and granite. Any Alpha that could afford these troops
would have an entry hall with rows of uniformed heralds and
pikemen lining the way to the reception area. Every fixture
and fitting was first rate, but maybe not as ornate as the
materials warranted.
Only the four of them went up several turns of stairs.
They emerged in a two-story hallway in gleaming white
stainless with pointed-arch clerestory windows lighting the
next hundred yards of it. "The Alpha is not picking up his
comm at the moment. Check the thopter pad,” the leader said,
sending one of his men to a spiral stairway inside one of the
columns.
Bulf was led less than a hundred feet down that hallway
and thru a large portal into an office with a glass wall
overlooking an expansive formal garden from the second
floor. There was a huge empty desk, shelves of books and
scattered chairs around the floor. “Why don’t you wait in
here?” he was told.
Bulf took a chair, he could tell he could not sell his home
for enough to buy this chair. One of the troops stayed with
him, said nothing and watched his every breath. Bulf knew
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he’d get more conversation from any of the framed pictures
on that desk or potted plants by the windows than this guy.
He thought of testing the guard by opening one of the books
or rummaging thru the desk, knowing it was all for show. But
even when he was only looking around the room, his guard
was too attentive to both Bulf and his blaster, so he kept his
hands off of everything. He tried to get some insight into The
Morbellus from the room, but couldn't. Of course someone
who commonly spent time in the waiting rooms of the great
Houses might have spotted something immediately, but he
had never been in a place like this before.
It was well over an hour that he sat with the silent soldier,
watching Alpha Centauri swing across the sky and shift the
shadows across this colorful manicured garden somewhere
deep in the old money of the North Jome neighborhood. At
last the soldier’s comm chimed and he flicked on his display.
“The Morbellus will see you now,” he was told. The soldier
opened the door to another office even more spacious than the
front room, bowing out into the garden, two floors in height
with a built-in desk over eighteen feet long and a meeting
table that could seat forty, another that would fit only eight.
Alpha Morbellus was at his higher-than-normal desk
across the room. He motioned to a stool next to his desk, on
the window end. Bulf stepped to it, swung in to face him. The
soldier stood at his shoulder until the Alpha waved him off.
He retreated to the outer office. The Alpha looked him over.
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He looked over the Alpha. He had the aspect of a man of
about forty Earths, someone still in military condition. The
Alpha’s hair was shiny black, his chin was oversize. His arms
were built and he was in a snug spandex business suit with
magnificent epaulettes in titanium and gold that no-doubt
bristled with weapons. On his head was a well fitted chrome
helmet and brief pop-down heads-up. He didn’t doubt his
glasses were showing him in X-ray with extensive medical
readout as he sat here. With such data an astute man could
pretty well read his thoughts. Bulf wasn’t stupid enough to
challenge him here.
“So you served with Dorrick O’She,” he said. It was a
statement. “What house was that?”
The man probably had access to more data than Bulf’s
memories of those years. He would confirm what didn’t seem
to cost him anything and what was already public.
“Betyamin, it’s on the upper south side. It’s a minor house,
they do about fifty million a year in industrial scavenging,
they were breaking down the old pre-union D. and C. hearths
when we served them.”
“You guys were good,” he said, “Just you two and that
kid, what was his name?”
“Jason,” Bulf told him, “Jason Harmz.”
“You protected their interests all along the upper south
shore. That’s a rough part of town along there.”
“In a country way, projectiles and blades, not really much
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technology, a few home-made disruptors is the hardest stuff
you find.”
“Still, not bad with only those old McAllisters.”
“Even then?” Bulf honestly didn’t remember. He did
remember carrying a flecher about then, but that was at least
thirty years ago.
“Have you kept in touch?” Morbellus asked him.
“What?" Bulf responded, jerking his mind back to the
present. "He left for Kex back in 3771. I messaged him a few
times but he left for Earth in 3790.” Surely the Alpha didn’t
think he could afford interstellar mail rates? Did he really
have to explain that? “I lost touch with him after that.”
“Did you know he’s been on Kassidor?”
“What?” Bulf knew almost nothing of it, just that it was a
huge and primitive stoner planet run by a bunch of ancient
wizards with genetic magic. He'd always thought it was more
myth than reality. “No, I figured he’d be back from Earth, but
I figured he stayed in Kex and never got back in touch.”
“Is there a problem between you or did you part as
friends?”
“Friends,” Bulf said. “Why?”
The Morbellus didn’t answer him, ignored that
completely and asked, “Have you kept up your training?”
“I’m in shape, I do a little light work now and then,
escorting shoppers, stuff like that, but I never crossed anyone
like you or yours, not in a million years.”
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“Nothing like that,” Morbellus said, “Nothing like that at
all. I want to get you, Jason and Dorrick back together to do a
little favor for me. It sounds like both you and Dorrick are
going to need some work to get back in shape. Jason has a
little House of his own going and he’s doing his own muscle
so he’s ready for a mission, but I’ve got facilities in Kex you
can use.”
So he had been testing him when he asked questions. He
expected as much. “I can’t get to Kex.” Alpha Morbellus just
waved his hand. The cost meant nothing to him. “I’ve got a
woman who depends on me,” Bulf went on. “I don’t make
much but we eat and we’ve got a couple rooms in a knockdown.”
He waved his hand again. “Take her and show her the
town while you’re at it, she’s perfect cover. You have been to
Kex before haven’t you?”
“No sir, it’s a hundred ninety credits one way.”
“Ah,” Morbellus was probably not familiar with how
deep poverty went. From Bulf’s vantage point the income
ladder went three floors down and several thousand up.
Morbellus had probably never spoken with anyone poorer in
his life. He probably never spoken to someone for whom
mere transportation might be a financial barrier. “You will be
financed, your way will be paid.” He slid a smart-coin across
the desk. “Don’t worry about the finances, just worry about
the mission.”
10

“What mission?”
“You will have a contact who will inform you as you need
to know. You understand I will not equip you with what my
people have, but you will have all the firepower you can
handle. You will have some weeks to train and a staff at your
disposal.”
Bulf swallowed, “Yes sir. But is there any payoff for us?”
“For you,” the Morbellus said, “a House, like Jason’s got
already, wherever you want to step out of the grime of the
south side.”
“What I don’t understand is, you have better soldiers than
those guys and I can ever be?”
“But they are registered to this house. You see, the most
important part of this mission is that it will not be traceable to
me. In fact, those soldiers will be turned on you if anyone,
including Dorrick and Jason, finds out you’re doing this
mission for me. You and they will be monitored at all times
without your knowledge. Follow the plan as my people reveal
it to you and become very wealthy, deviate from it and the
three of you die, is that fully understood?”
“Yes sir,” he swallowed hard. “I understand perfectly.” He
paused again, it was tempting, the three of them had some fun
back in the day but this was way too suspicious and probably
way too dangerous, he would be a fool to take this job. They
had been out of touch, he and Dorrick hadn’t really trained in
ages, he and Jason had women dependent on them, it would
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be stupid to go after something like this. Still, when the three
of them worked together, they could be incredibly damn
tough. “Can I have some time to think about it?” Bulf said
instead of turning it down like he should.
The Alpha chuckled once silently, “Please don’t
misunderstand,” he said, his voice pleasant but his eyes hard,
“this is not a volunteer mission.”
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2. A Stargate Invitation
Dorrick rose and stretched and looked out over the upper
branches of the city, just starting to swelter in the heat of late
Noonsleep. Their bedroom was about twenty one stories up in
an apartment tree, one of the tallest a block back from Fifth
Canal, nearly a mile from where it leaves the dam. Their
bedroom view was south, over the smaller dwellings growing
on the downhill side of the canal. It was a gentle slope, the
urban growth on Sixth Canal was just a line on the horizon.
They were still in an urban neighborhood, few grew any
crops at all, only the people here on the upper floors even
grew enough vine for their own use. It was quiet as the heat
built up and Kortrax approached Afternoonday.
He’d been back in The Yakhan an Earth year now, ten
years to a local. The first time thru he just ogled, this time he
was getting used to it. This is the city Centorins call ‘Kassidor
City’ the official name is Kassidor Yakhan, but it is called
‘Yakhanar’ ‘The Main Hub’ by most on this planet and often
simply Ya, ‘nucleus’ by it’s hundred million residents. It was
comfortable and modern in a completely different mood from
Centorin, mainly because of the Instinct, a genetic
modification that paralyzed any part of the body that attempts
to use aggressive force on another human being.
For almost all Centorins who had ever visited Kassidor,
this city was all they ever saw. In 3828 the tube system cannot
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take you out of the same urban complex. No end of the tube
system ventured much more than a hundred miles from the
gatehead.
TongSu was still asleep beside him. Because of her he had
seen more of Kassidor than anyone from any other planet. He
spent nine years in the nets of her balloon, recording video
most of the way. It took nine Earth years to go halfway
around and back, with some stops and detours to be sure, but
that journey made this world seem larger than all of the rest
of human space.
Her old-mahogany colored curls stirred, “If you’re awake
it must be Afternoonday,” she yawned.
He’d spent all those years with this native woman, as
close to husband and wife as any in the mainstream of this
society. “I’d call it that,” he answered. There actually was a
time standard in the entire Elven Highlands, half the data
terminals this side of the stargate keep it. Not that such an
esoteric fact interfered in most of the population’s day-to-day
life.
“Lets go down to Dunnie’s and sit at a table,” she said.
“He’ll be getting shade pretty soon.”
“We might not want to take that long,” he told her. “I got
an interesting invitation in the evening messages.”
“Yeah? What’re we having?”
“I have an invitation to dinner in Kex, but that will be just
about right for brunch for us.”
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“What?” She sat up in bed.
“I got a message just before Noonsleep, an old friend of
mine wants to get us together for dinner at a swank place not
far from the Kensenduum.”
“Anyone I know?”
“Jason and the Professor will be there,” Dorrick said. She
knew them from their first adventure together, a two-year
flight to the city of Borlunth on the far side of this planet.
“Professor Viosaign and mono-or-nothing Jason?” she
asked.
She knew who he was talking about. They didn’t get
along sexually, but she had spent more of their time in
Borlunth playing video games with Jason than having sex
with Dorrick. “That Jason,” Dorrick told her.
“Who’s the other guy?”
“Bulf, you never met him, he’s never been to Kassidor as
best I know. I never thought he’d make it to Kex, much less
thru the stargate. Seems a pair of round-trip tickets is nothing
to him now.”
“Why me?” she asked while getting up and moving
toward the bath.
“I don’t want to leave you behind, unless you really don’t
want to go.”
“I can’t imagine the expense. My weight in aluminum and
that’s not enough to pay for the trip?” That was enough to buy
a medium sized city on Kassidor.
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He had stopped earning steady Centorin wages after
Bordzvek, about six Earth years ago, when their show went
off the net. “Aluminum is cheap on Centorin. Don’t worry
about the cost, Bulf is paying for it.”
“Why do you want me to go?”
“I want you to get a chance to see some of Centorin and I
want someone I can trust around me. Haven’t you noticed
we’re a team?” There was no such thing as total monogamy
in any mainstream society anywhere they’d seen so far on the
planet Kassidor, and in the Yakhan most social gatherings
involved multiple bouts of casual and/or group sex. That
didn’t mean that people didn’t form lasting friendships,
usually between people of opposite sex. After ten Earth years
together, he was beginning to hope his friendship with
TongSu was more than just casual sex partner.
“Well, we have been thru some shit,” TongSu said. That
was certainly an understatement, especially by local
standards.
The tub was only a few steps from the bed. The bath and
bed are in the same room in the style of the Yakhan and both
are used for entertaining. Their genetic science has been
perfecting beauty in flesh since the classical Greek sculptors
did so in marble on Earth.
He walked over to the shower with her. “Come on tough
girl, we’re not just employer-employee here, you’re a lot
more to me than just my pilot and just because we won’t have
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your balloon, that doesn’t mean I don’t want you.” She
sighed, but turned and kissed him. He took her in his arms,
still thrilled at her strength and life. She was already slippery
with soap.
“What about the bully group? I won’t have all those ID
numbers and such that you talk about.” ‘Bully Group’ is the
closest translation for the word ‘government’ in the local
language. There had been none here for four thousand years.
“I’ll put you down as my wife.”
“I am not,” she said, shaking her long brown tangle under
the water.
“They don’t know that, and besides that, you really are.”
He lathered her chest while she soaped her hair. This had
been his job since they first showered together the first time
they were in this city. She looks great and feels better, he’d
volunteered for this job.
“What do you mean, we aren’t exclusive. It wasn’t but
five weeks ago we had that four way with my old friend
Shatyia.”
“Yeah, that was fun wasn’t it,” he reminisced about the
candle ceremonies they carried on in their garden thirty miles
southeast on Third Canal. “They really know how to set an
atmosphere don’t they?”
“That’s not exclusive,” she said.
“TongSu, this language has the word ‘keh’ and there is no
word to translate that into Centish but ‘spouse’ and that’s
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what we have been for a decade and a half now.” She was
rinsing out her hair, he had continued washing her to her other
curls.
“Just because we’ve been together.”
“I’m really nothing to you? You were only in it for the
money?” He passed his hand back up her front now that he
was done. She was done with her hair also and stepped out of
the water onto the tile side of the room.
“Of course not, the sex has been great, but most of all, it’s
the heroism that keeps me stuck on you. Without you I’d have
only talked about making it all the way to Borlunth, much
less Trenst. Trenst was like a fable to me all my life, because
of you, now I’ve been there and seen it for myself. That was
such a grand voyage we took.”
“What keeps you here now?”
“Well, I did buy this house,” she said.
He seemed to have forgotten that hadn’t he? “Then what
keeps me here?”
“I thought I just told you?” He finished washing himself,
watched her dry off. It was really a treat, she was so well
shaped for her strength. She looked voluptuous more than
built. Most women here are light and willowy, she was dark
and plush.
“If it’s adventure, you should be eager to have dinner in
Kex with Bulf.”
“You wouldn’t be ashamed of bringing a native from a
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primitive planet back to your energy-age world?”
“No, TongSu, I could never be more proud. It is the
opposite, I will want to show you off.”
“Like strip shows and such? I’ll get naked if you want,
but you know I don’t like sex for an audience or as a
commercial deal.”
“No, nothing like that. I imagine myself introducing you
to important people and watching them get jealous.”
“Won’t they wonder what you’re doing with a savage
native of the ‘WildWorld’?”
That had been the name of their net source when Hostra
Tours was sponsoring them. “You may know survival, but
you aren’t a savage. I AM proud of you and I want you with
me.” The people of this planet are not violent but the same
cannot be said about the wildlife.
She sighed, then looked up and asked, “So what do I have
to wear?” But he noticed her eyes were pretty full.
*
As the tube car door opened on the University of Kex
public tube platform, the first thing that assaulted him was the
noise. Being away for over ten years had let him forget the
blare and flash of advertising, the thrum of motors, the
rumble of air handling machinery, the staccato shouts of
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bellhops and procurers, and the clatter of hard soles on
plasticrete. There were motors everywhere. He noticed the
lack of living things, the hard edges, the severe lines. After
spending an Earth year back in the Highlands, the Yakhan
was a rainforest compared to this decor. The lights here were
so bright, so much brighter than they had to be, almost like
being outside in sunshine. TongSu emerged onto the
university public platform behind him, looking around at
everything but with her head drawn back.
“This isn’t as much like Bordzvek as you said it would
be,” TongSu said.
“No, the tube stations aren’t. Once we get outside you’ll
see what I mean.”
He was noticing the dirt and litter. Scraps of a one-sheet
scattered on the floor, an insta-bite wrapper in the corner,
stains from spilled soft drinks. One of the lighting tubes was
flickering and the plast in front of an advertizing display case
was cracked.
Three beggars approached them as Dorrick lead the way.
TongSu probably knew just enough Centish to know what
they were saying. She jogged a couple steps to catch up with
him. A nearby soldier roughly pushed the beggars back with
the butt of his blaster.
“What was that about?” she asked.
“They have no work so all they can do is beg for
handouts,” he told her.
20

“Can’t they work off the boards?” she asked.
In the big cities of most Kassidorian cultures, unskilled
day help is gathered by posting signs over the entry to the
shop floor with piecework rates offered for various tasks.
“That’s illegal here. There are only permanent careers.”
“How do they...”
He turned the corner to the university grounds. His
sudden stop cut off her question. There were two grounds
keepers working on the wall with power washers, but the
messages scrawled on it were all too plain: “Death to the
Grossense” it screamed. There was another smaller slogan
behind it, “Free Vorster” but that blatant message of hate was
what shocked him.
“What?” she asked.
“The political situation is worse than I thought,” he said.
“What’s that say,” she asked.
“Death to the Grossense,” he told her. He’d taught her
some Centish over the years, but she wasn’t really fluent and
would habitually substitute Kassidorian words for what she
didn’t know. Kassidorian has a certain cachet among the
artsy, so sometimes that even worked. “They are the native
people of Naiho.”
“Why?”
“The real estate consortiums, Texassi in particular, want
to sell land on Naiho. The government of Novo Grosso, the
country that’s already there, is pressing for sovereignty over
21

the whole planet. There’s talk of war.” He was particularly
ashamed of that. The Naiho colony was founded by a nation
named Brasil in the early 2400's. Like Centorin, it had grown
in isolation for fourteen hundred years, but unlike Centorin, it
had spent those years largely without war, and without
reverting to primitiveness. On the contrary the nation of Novo
Grosso was second in power and technology only to Centorin
in all of human space, unless you counted the biological
power of Kassidor. The tube to Naiho had been open only
twenty four years and now there was talk of war. Naiho was
settled from the southwest shore of it’s single ocean, because
of the disagreements, Centorin had landed the gate on the
opposite side of the planet, the uninhabited side of the ocean,
and founded Marsalis instead.
“War?” she asked, “Is Centorin going to attack Naiho?”
“It’s not quite that straightforward.”
“What about us?” she asked, “Kassidor, are they going to
attack us?”
“It wouldn’t be practical, Kassidor is far too big. Centorin
doesn’t have as many people as the average basin of
Kassidor, but three times as much as Naiho.”
“Yeah, but we don’t have starships, my floater is as far as
we can get off the ground. We’ve got some pretty nice
crossbows but the Instinct won’t let us use ‘em on humans.”
“The people of Kassidor are the sea,” he said in response,
“you are a force of nature. Somewhere someone understands
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that. I think they also understand that the Kassikan and that
Brancettrabble guy we met can produce biological weapons
more powerful than our energy weapons. That was why we
had to go thru that quarantine in the tube car coming here.”
“Yeah? It would be nothing to get a germ thru that,”
TongSu said. “Any plastic-eater would be out of that car in a
day. I could have slapped a packet of it around the tube car on
the way in.”
“So there is a stand-off between Centorin and the
Kassikan.” The Kassikan is really a university but Centorin
treats it as the planet’s government.
It was only two turns to Kex University’s Exosociology
Debriefing Room. They entered and took seats. “So why are
we stopping off here?” TongSu asked.
“Think of it as a chance for Kex University to ask about
the planet of all lands.” He'd made this appointment the
evening before, after responding to Bulf’s invitation to dinner.
The University of Kex is the closest thing to a federal
university Centorin has. The University had employed him
several times and because he could put down this interview as
his reason for entry, there was a lot less attention paid to his
entry permit and he kept Bulf's and Jason's names off a few
government lists. He should have talked to TongSu about it
then, but she had much more interesting plans for the bedtime
hour.
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“I’m not prepared to deliver a lecture or anything like
that,” she said.
“They will send someone to ask some questions and take
a few notes, they have all our data.”
It was a full Colonel who soon entered. He was not
someone Dorrick knew, but all the services have their
academies at University of Kex. He was a little concerned
that they would think first of the military when questioning
someone returning from a collection of cultures where the
military had been absent for at least three thousand Earth
years. “Greetings,” he said in formal and very Yakhanian
Kassidorian. “You must be Dorrick O’She,” he took his hand.
Dorrick had almost forgotten the Centorin handshake. “And
you are TongSu?” he asked of her.
“Yes.” She stood also but was really confused by the
handshake. He hoped she didn’t view it as a strength trial
because the colonel’s grip was firm. Yep, she did, he saw the
colonel trying not to wince.
“Well,” he sat briskly behind the desk and used his left
hand to take out a few papers from the drawer. “Before I get
to the debriefing itself let me just tidy up a few things on
these forms.” He flashed a sheepish smile at TongSu, then
switched to Centish. “Your salary here, 318,788 credits.
You’ve used only 3118 in twenty five years?”
Dorrick switched to Centish also, the Colonel might not
be very fluent in Kassidorian, but it was all Dorrick had used
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for ten Earth years. “We other income sources had. We video
to Hostra tours for awhile sold some.” Dorrick surprised
himself with his Kassidorian accent, he had used so little
Centish in twenty five years. This was only his third time
back since he first left for Earth and first time back in ten
years. First time back from the worlds of Kassidor. His accent
was almost as thick as a native of Kassidor who had learned
Centish as an adult. Dorrick wondered if this Colonel was
going to ask why he used that money only to buy copper and
aluminum, but he didn’t, he might not even know it was used
as money on Kassidor.
“Are you continuing to leave it invested in the
University?”
“Yeah,” he had to think out the sentence, “I thought I was
keeping up with that on the eye.”
“On the 'eye'?” the colonel asked.
“Net, I net meant, sorry, I’m there a while now.”
The Colonel switched back to Kassidorian, “there is a
question I must ask of you,” he said to TongSu. He spoke it
well enough that they shouldn’t have switched. “We need to
put down your last name. While you’re here as Dorrick’s
wife, we need that for medical forms and such.”
“I never changed my name, so TongSu is the only name I
ever had. As far as I can remember, I had a bit of a burn-out
back in the 102nd,” she said, “but if I took a different name I
don’t remember the last.”
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“No, your family name.”
“I don’t come from money,” she said, “It was just me and
my ma.” She didn’t tell him it was a thousand years before
Centorin was discovered. “We had a little place out west of
Chardovia toward the Dromedian Hills, it was over an acre
but rocky.”
“Just the family name,” he said, “Not history. She’s here
as your wife,” he said to Dorrick, “So can I put O’She?”
“Yes,” Dorrick said, “why not?”
“If this is some kind of trick to capture me in monogamy
under Centorin law I won’t have it,” she said.
“It is nothing of the kind,” Dorrick tried to explain to her.
“There is a piece of paper with a blank space on it labeled
‘required’ so we have to put something in that space.”
The colonel stepped in, “I think there is a common
misconception on your world about the role of the Centorin
government in monogamy. Monogamy is a Centorin custom
that is probably followed somewhat more on this world than
on yours, although maybe not much more now that
Kassidorian media is common here. The Centorin
government’s part in marriage is limited to enforcing the joint
property agreement. Infidelity is admissible as grounds for
divorce if it is part of the dissolution clause in the joint
property agreement, as it is by custom, but not required by
law. No one can force you into a monogamous relationship on
Centorin, any more than on your own world.”
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“So it’s OK to socialize a little?” she asked, “While we’re
here?”
“Yes ma’am, the Centorin government does not intrude
into the sex lives of consenting adults unless a criminal
charge is filed.”
“That being said,” Dorrick added, “It is not the
government but the guards of the great Houses you have to
fear in that matter.”
“What about your House?” TongSu asked him.
“I am my house,” he said, “Male first of line, like 98.9
percent of the male population. I am not of a House. Like
you, I’m not from money.”
“So may I put TongSu O’She here, just for you to use
while you’re here?” the colonel asked.
“Yes,” she said, “For the time being I’m missus TongSu
O’She, that’s fine. As long as we can still live the way we
do.” She squeezed his hand when she said that.
“Great, now that we have the paperwork out of the way,
we can get down to it. The first thing I’d like to ask is if you
can show me the route you took around the planet.” He had a
standard globe of Kassidor projected on his screen.
The colonel knew something of their exploits from their
media feed. They spent a couple hours showing them where
they had gone, amazing him that they had seen so little of the
planet, even though they had seen so much. From their net
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feed, he thought they had been back and forth over it several
times, not once to the far side and back by a slightly different
route. That meant there was three quarters of it they still
hadn't seen. That meant that three quarters of the planet was
more-or less unknown to Centorin, and those areas could hold
significant surprises.
As it drew close to the dinner hour, the Colonel finally
closed his full-comm and stood up, “I want to thank you for
all the information you’ve provided.” They all shook hands
and they went to the door. “By the way,” he said as they went
thru the door, “I loved your show, great special effects,” and
winked.
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3. Dinner in Kex
If there was anything that pissed TongSu off it was the
rumor that Centorin people who watched their adventures
thought they were done with special effects. Dorrick shut the
door and lead her out of there before she could say anything.
“Since there is no Instinct here, I could have belted him for
that wisecrack couldn’t I?”
“That would not have been wise,” Dorrick told her, “he’s
a government officer.”
“So how does one know when it’s wise?”
“That’s what our whole social system is all about,”
Dorrick told her. “Don’t belt anyone, pretend you still have
the Instinct and you won’t get in trouble.”
“What’s ‘get in trouble’?” she asked. He wasn’t making
any sense.
“Run afoul of the law and cause the government troops to
come after us.”
Even after he explained it, she wasn’t sure what he was
talking about, but it was pretty easy for her to pretend the
Instinct was still in effect. She hadn’t tested it in centuries.
Most people stopped testing it as young children and she was
many centuries too old to remember anything of childhood.
Even in the offices there was too much metal, once they
were back into public space it was all chrome and glare again.
Even the plastic stones of the pavement were joined by veins
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of metal. It was used for all structure, everything was made of
it. Dorrick had warned her, she’d always said, ‘yeah, yeah,
yeah’ and never let it sink in. Now she understood why he
was able to pay her weight in aluminum for the expedition to
Borlunth. Metal was worthless here.
Every person on the street had a pocket eye and few left
them slung. They all had to be able to walk thru crowds while
constantly in contact with someone else with their pocketeye. One thing that made it even harder, there seemed to be
only one jammed and jostling level of public streets. In this
area most people seemed to live in big elevator buildings with
tube stations on every floor.
They got into another of those room-sized tube cars to go
to the place where they would have dinner. It was nearly time
for lunch by her stomach, but they had missed breakfast so
she was certainly hungry enough. Dorrick told her it was
twenty one miles to the restaurant. The room they sat in
dropped and swung and rolled around for five minutes while
he explained the historical significance of the neighborhoods
they hurtled under. There was no way any of it meant
anything to her and she didn’t retain a word of it. She’d rather
if he explained to her how to refrain from acting like a
bumpkin at the upcoming soiree. About all she could think of
would be to stop her head swiveling like a toy at everything.
She was glad Dorrick had her dress warmly because
things were not very warm here and everyone wore so much
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clothing. She had on a jersey, a half jacket and thick-knit
leggings over short boots. The Centorins wore tailored thickweave in ornate cuts, many with capes and even helmets. All
had thin-weave or more under it. She wondered if she should
have worn armor in a world with no Instinct? Not that she
owned any.
The room where they emerged was something she could
have never imagined. It was a forest of poles, at angles. All
were a heavy, shining alloy. The floors were thin layers of
grey titanium inlaid with plush carpet, hanging in the poles.
They were joined by wide stairs of the same substance with
thick chrome rails and lit by blue lasers reflecting off the
floors above. She had to admit, it was decor that let her know
she had gone thru a stargate. Even in Bordzvek they never
saw a place like this. In Bordzvek the style was nowhere near
as harsh and the materials were crystal, glass and fine
ceramics.
The people were stuffy as the stereotypes say, not a nipple
showed anywhere, not even thru fabric on a male, and she
wondered if the government required her to keep her jacket
closed. It was actually small enough that she could only
button the bottom button, but that drew it closed enough to
hide the offending points from their tender eyes.
As they walked down the entry promenade, the light
reflected on the finely coiffed hair of the rows of young
women who stood ready to direct you to a table. It was a
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grand aisle, the ceiling was at least three floors above at this
point, the laser light spelling out advertisements for pocketeye service and personal enhancement service on that ceiling.
There were network clubs in the Yakhan that had done that
since the 55th, before the planet Centorin was even inhabited,
so she wasn’t impressed by that technology. They were
directed up two long thin stairways, as thin as any of the
crystal stairways in the canopy of the Yakhan of the late 50's
or Bordzvek in recent times, but all done in metal, still with
chrome handrails.
“Dorrick my boy,” a big Centorin man said, almost
running out from behind an ornate black iron screen. This
must be Bulf. He was even more barrel chested and long
legged than Dorrick, with thick upper arms and shoulders, but
thick in the gut also. “You’ve been gone such a long time, it’s
been twenty five years if it’s been a week.” As they gripped
forearms his eyes were fixed on TongSu. She was standing
here casing the room with her arms folded. On Kassidor, she
is a big woman, five seven and a hundred fifty seven well
placed pounds. Here she might be called ‘compact’.
There was just the one table on this patch of floor among
the shining columns, but it was hidden behind the black iron
entry screen. It was still sinking in, that metal is waste
material here. “They said you were working in the ruins of
America,” he said to Dorrick, “but if it’s ruined, the women
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still clean up real well.” She didn’t know whether to parade or
worry. He had spoken only to Dorrick, he had looked only at
her.
Dorrick had spent most of the ride in the room-sized tube
that brought them thru the stargate telling her that the mist
they had inhaled in that car would counteract the Instinct and
allow them to hurt one another. More than that, he had been
quick to tell her, all thru their time together, tales of how the
lack of the Instinct made it possible for one human to use
force and violence on another and how it permeated all of
Centorin society. Maybe because of that she was more onedge than she should be. Maybe that helped her feel the vibe
in the room, though it was a swanky inn of some kind in spite
of the science-fiction decor.
The wealth displayed here was so great she had to let go
of it. But then what did she have to worry, her weight in
aluminum was more wealth than she knew how to spend. She
had used only three beads out of that to buy the grandest
home she would dare enter. One so high in the towers that her
balloon was tied to the well-grounded mast on the pinnacle of
her home.
“I was in America, up until ‘18,” Dorrick answered his
friend. “Since then I’ve been on Kassidor. This is slumming
for her.” Dorrick had clearly followed his friend’s eyes.
“Woah,” he said. “Kassidor? My God you get around...”
Just then two guys broke from the entourage escorting
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some important person up the stairway and approached
TongSu. “Aren’t you...” they started to ask.
“...And she’s from?” Dorrick's friend asked.
“Kassidor City, but she’s not of the local ethnic group,”
Dorrick answered, distracted by the two youths accosting
TongSu.
“Yeah,” TongSu answered them. That had obviously seen
their ‘WildWorld’ net-feed from a decade ago.
“I used to watch your show,” one of them said, “You
never should have taken it off.”
“What are you doing here?” the other asked.
“What are they talking about?” Bulf asked, trying to
regain Dorrick's attention.
“We lost our camera woman,” TongSu said. “And our
sponsor. It wasn’t the same after that.”
“The net feed we used to produce,” Dorrick answered,
turning back to Bulf.
“What are you doing now?” one of the boys asked.
“Don’t you get bored,” the other asked.
“From Kassidor?” Bulf asked.
“Just because no one’s video recording it any more
doesn’t mean our lives have changed much,” TongSu said, in
a separate conversation that Dorrick’s friend wasn’t involved
in.
“You must have heard of Hostra Tours,” Dorrick
answered. “They produced a feed called ‘WildWorld’ a few
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years ago.”
“I never caught it,” Bulf said.
“You should have,” one of the youngsters circling TongSu
told him. “It sure lived up to it’s name, they fought monsters I
could have never imagined. How did you guys come up with
that stuff?” he asked.
TongSu just spread her hands. It was true that the studio
did add a lot to the actual footage they took, but they never
made up any threats that weren’t real.
“Guys,” Dorrick said, leaving his friend watching for the
moment. “I hate to have to tell you this, but all that stuff is
real.”
“Aw, come on, the feed’s off, you don’t have to stay in
character any more.”
Dorrick had warned her about this but she hoped she
wouldn’t have to believe him. She felt so cheated, she
actually went to those places, survived those hardships,
fought the dactyls and the beasts and fell in love with
bumpkins who resurrected ancient powers and for what? It
could have all been done the way they re-enacted the theirops
attack, with trick photography. It also angered her that the
Centorin population didn’t believe the truth about the dangers
of the wildlife on the planet of all lands. And except for the
East Basin of Bordzvek they only filmed in the mild places,
there are swamps that have never been penetrated. “We
should have brought a theirops with us,” TongSu said.
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“Yeah, we could mate it with a unicorn,” the other said
snorting.
That did it. Maybe just knowing that there was no Instinct
made her anger more uncontrollable. Maybe it was because
she thought she represented all the worlds at her end of the
stargate. Whatever it was, she was done with polite. “You
know, little boy,” TongSu said, “I really regret that you’ll
never afford the trip thru the tube to go face one because I’m
sure the look on your face as it pulled your intestines out
would be precious.”
“Hey,” he said, “You don’t have to act like a big snotty
star about it.”
“Shall I call security?” Dorrick’s friend asked. They left
after that comment, up the next flight steps and back to the
hoi-polloi’s protection. “I guess I should pay more attention
to pop culture,” he said.
“Nah,” Dorrick said. “It might have been pop for awhile
but it was never culture. I tried to show them a bit of the
culture over there but they didn’t want to see that, they just
wanted to see the wild chicks and fierce animals.”
“What’s culture like over there?”
“They had the normal human arts, depicting, storytelling,
all the same media. They have a few more forms we haven’t
seriously explored like sonic landscapes and hallucinogenic
enhancements. Music and moviemaking are clearly ahead of
us.”
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“Come on?”
“Believe it,” Dorrick told him.
“Anyway, I have a table waiting with some old friends of
yours.”
“And TongSu, this is Bulf d’Easeron,” Dorrick finally
introduced them.
They came in and he introduced his wife Maggage who
he usually called Magg. Pronounced like yaag with an ‘M’.
She had a very big forehead and a shrill voice, other than that,
she looked like an average Nordic woman with burnt bronze
hair, pretty smooth and pale pink skin. She was dressed in a
sumptuous frilly gown. They talked of the weather back in
Navorkensville, which she understood was hours away from
here; as if it meant something. She wondered if they ever
went outside. Dorrick’s descriptions of Centorin didn’t sound
like it. She hadn’t seen outdoors yet. She knew for sure that
on some of their planets it was not possible to go outdoors
due to the poisonous or missing atmosphere.
It was not long before Jason walked in. TongSu could see
Viosaign behind him, looking a little plumper than she had
among the eroded ruins of Borlunth but dressed as a high
Centorin lady in well fitted suit with a fine lace cowl that was
intricately folded back. Somehow it went well with the thick
jersey sheath in plain fade and thick-knit night-coat she had
on. Jason looked like he had when they met, before they went
37

to Borlunth going on two decades ago. His attire was military
casual, but he had nothing she recognized as a weapon.
It was a little difficult to imagine that the foursome that
met years deep in the distant world of Borlunth would reunite here in the bright lights of Kex. Viosaign was quick to
speak to TongSu. “I’m pleased to see someone else has made
the journey thru the stargate from our side,” she said.
“By the kindness of Dorrick’s friend Bulf,” TongSu said.
It was not like she and Vio had been soulmates, but they saw
a lot of each other those years they stayed in Borlunth,
because of Jason’s video games. Vio had probably seen no
one else from her side of the stargate in a decade and a half.
Maybe no one else but Jason who had even been to her side.
“The interstellar tube ride is a significant expense to a
native of Kassior,” Dorrick explained.”
“We know,” Jason and Viosaign said at once.
Jason spent twenty of Kassidor’s years there, two Earths.
Vio had spent over twenty three centuries there, most of them
excavating the ruins of a penis cult that held a city on the
fringes of what’s now central Borlunth.
“So what are you seeing so far?” Vio asked TongSu.
“The lack of the Instinct,” TongSu said. Her anger over
the ‘special effects’ had not yet cooled, though she didn’t
want to loop on it.
They both knew what she meant by that. “It is not as
difficult an adjustment as you think at first,” Vio said and
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defused the conversation by starting to pour a substance she
called Valera Contriry 3826. The number was a year counter
with only four digits. Dorrick seemed to be impressed by that,
but it meant nothing to her. It was all alcohol, no yaag, not
even a whiff in the fumes.
Bulf motioned to servers and plates were brought out.
They were probably dwarf veal in real potatoes and gravy
from what she could get out of Dorrick’s descriptions. She
knew Centorin food was transplanted Earth food. She’d never
met anyone from Earth, not even in the starship age.
They were incredible people at small talk. The five of
them babbled on thru most of the meal about the most inane
things. Like everyone in the conversation had to be real
careful to make sure it could not come to a subject anyone
could possibly care about. Maybe that was because without
the Instinct, once someone felt strongly about something they
would immediately come to blows wouldn’t they?
Late in the meal, when she was feeling a little bloated,
Bulf was talking to the two of them. “I lied to that boy,” Bulf
began, “I have seen your feed, are you kidding,” he chuckled,
“all the guys in the old neighborhood talked of nothing else.”
“It was corny and horny and totally home-made,” Dorrick
said.
She wasn’t paying much attention, being in a deep bum
over something she had learned from Vio just about an hour
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ago. Yaag is totally illegal here. The only other place it’s legal
in the whole human-infested universe is half of the planet
Naiho, the half they want to attack.
“It was intense, it was so tight in the screen.”
“That was totally Honshu, she always got too close to the
action.”
Then he turned to her, “So I know you have a taste for
adventure.”
Well, at least she wasn’t too stoned to answer, a bit too
drunk maybe, but not stoned. “A lot of that was fake,”
TongSu said, but not all fake like those kids thought. “When
we reenacted that theirops attack, there was no theirops there,
none, nada, no theirops anywhere nearby. There was
flashlights and screaming, and firing of crossbows, but the
theirops was filmed over a hundred miles away from me and
skilled film editors combined the frames to re-create what
happened. I went thru it for real so I won’t even watch it.”
“Isn’t there a part of your soul that wishes for even more
thrilling adventures?” Bulf asked her.
“Pppp, let me tell you, that, and falling off that cliff with
my balloon ripped open was WAY more thrilling than any
adventure I EVER want to have again. Nearly dying in the
East Basin of Bordzvek was far too much adventure also, and
facing the resurrection of the Dark Lord; I don’t even want to
have to mention that.”
“But there is a whole universe of experiences awaiting a
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woman like you now that the Kassikan’s virus is purged from
your system.”
“I don’t like where you’re going,” TongSu said, “The
troubled times and earlier. I’m glad I didn’t have to live thru
that.”
“The Instinct is not the natural state of human behavior,”
Jason had taken up the cause, “now let me tell you, both of us
can see from your body that you’re in better shape than either
of us. It’s Dorrick who has some re-training to do.”
“What are you talking about?” Dorrick asked.
“Yeah?” TongSu asked. It sounded like there was a catch
to this dinner and it wasn’t much of a dinner so far, just a lot
of shiny metal to look at and a meat that tasted a lot like
thirsty nyobba in some wild kalic. Not bad for camping. It
was about now when she became convinced that Bulf and
Jason had been talking about this meeting long before it took
place.
Bulf took over again, “We have a mission, a bigger
mission than we ever worked on before.”
“Pppp,” Dorrick said, “I came over for dinner and a chat,
and I’m in no shape to go on a mission. As you said,
TongSu’s in better shape for a mission than I am. I’ve been
ten years in many different civilizations where violence isn’t
possible, I’d be a total liability on a job right now.”
“I have facilities,” Bulf said, “I have weapons. I know
you know how to use them.”
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TongSu couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She
hadn’t spent ten years on a collection of worlds where
violence was impossible. When the first human foot stepped
onto this planet called Centorin, before it was even habitable,
she was half the age she is today. The Instinct was only a few
generations old when she was born. For all the generations
while Centorin rebuilt an ephemeral civilization, she was
content with that rocky acre and her mom’s company, and the
guys in the neighborhood, most of the time. She’d gone into
Chardovia a couple times but that was as far as she’d been.
Meanwhile Centorin generations rebuilt on a planet where
metal was everywhere, creating a high energy civilization
once again. That civilization discovered electricity, built radio
telescopes and discovered the beacon from the Kassikan, all
while she continued living on that rocky acre west of
Chardovia, content with the local guys and a hike down to
Chardovia once or twice a decade. She grew her balloon
while those radio telescopes taught the Centorins how to cure
aging. She plied the skies of the Highlands for another
century hauling printer plates and biopackets while Centorin
civilization advanced to space travel and then to travel
between the stars with stargates. She became familiar with the
central parts of the Yakhan while the gateships flew between
the stars. In all that time, she had never known the concept of
violence against another human being. Not until now, barely
an hour after sitting down to a fancy dinner in Kex.
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“I’ve seen the gear,” Jason said, “we’ll never get a chance
like this again.”
“I’ve been laying in the back of a balloon,” Dorrick said,
“and she’s Kassidorian.”
“She’s fit,” Bulf said, “and I know from your televised
adventures that she knows how to fly. We don’t know the
details yet, but there’s going to be some aerial work involved
in this.”
‘Yes, I’ve done high work, in more ways than one as a
matter of fact,’ she thought, but she still didn’t like the sound
of that. She didn’t have her balloon here anyway. “What’s
your part in this?” she asked Vio.
“Stay home and innocently maintain the household,” Vio
said. “I’ve given him two heirs already.”
It took TongSu a while to understand the significance
behind the word 'heirs'. It was an important point in Centorin
society because they had been ephemeral such a short time
ago that inheritance still burned in their folklore. It didn’t
make much actual sense to them even now, but it had been so
recent for them that they still thought in those terms. “How
nice,” she said. “What do you know about this mission?”
“That I’m not included. I don’t know where the training
facilities are or what is there and I don’t want to.”
“I’ll stay home with you in that case,” TongSu said.
“No TongSu,” Jason said, “You have to be included.”
“We need someone who can fly,” Bulf said.
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“Don’t forget to include how we get my balloon thru that
stargate,” she said in return.
“We won’t need it here,” Jason said, “all those weapons
platforms you beat me with in AirWar, those are real here. We
have more advanced simulators for many of them at the
training room if you want to try.”
“I don’t think I want to try any of them,” TongSu said. “I
want to be able to continue living as if we still have the
Instinct.”
“I only said it had to do with flying,” Jason said.
“Just seconds ago he was trying to convince me it would
be more adventurous if violence on a fellow human was
involved.”
“That was a hypothetical question,” Bulf said. “Just
because the media shows people chasing each other thru the
streets with blasters doesn’t mean it actually happens, just
like the shows you made don’t mean people actually get
consumed by tentacles from beneath the water on your
planet.”
That statement cut her deeply, she had to count internally
and clench her teeth. “If you had been to the wail for one who
had been stripped to a skeleton by tentacles from beneath the
water, you would begin to get a feel for how real that is. But I
see your point too, even in Trenst, the average person doesn’t
fear the foeth, only those who must hunt them, fear the
foeth.” She could see he had no idea what she was talking
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about, and couldn’t, because he hadn’t been there. In the same
way she just couldn’t understand what he was talking about.
They sat there thru another bottle of wine and discussed
the merits of various weapons and various aerial machines.
They wanted her opinions on that and showed her tiny
pictures on their pocket-eyes to try to help her make up her
mind. She would want to fly each of them a couple of days to
make up her mind and told them so.
“We’ve got the Caldette 4G with us,” Jason said, “That’s
the only thing I’ve got in my aerie you would be familiar
with.”
“What do you usually fly?” Bulf asked her.
“It’s a BlueValue, strain 5541-,” TongSu told him, “but I
added Finitation Zephyr for speed and LabViken Levetrase
for even more lift.”
Bulf looked as lost as she felt here, which made her feel a
little more even.
“It’s a living, lighter-than-air ship,” Dorrick told them.
Bulf snorted. “A live balloon?” he asked.
Jason described TongSu’s big green girl as best he could.
He could describe her pretty well, he’d hung from her nets for
almost three years on the way to Borlunth. He’d taken a
pretty good knock on the head in the crash that left them in
theirops country.
“I see why you want to start her on the Caldette,” Bulf
said, but we can’t accomplish the mission in...”
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There were some snaps and crackles with hums from the
platform a half floor above them, then screams. Bulf and
Jason both looked up and looked distressed. Dorrick looked
less distressed than they did, but still looked pretty distressed.
TongSu was merely dumbfounded.
Four men came running down the stairs, in a couple of
bounds they crossed their platform and launched into the
poles beyond them. With acrobatic moves that were beyond
most gymnasts, they controlled their falls down among the
slanted poles till they were out of sight. Only then did TongSu
notice the four dirty old blasters that had fallen to their table
as those guys bounded over it.
A crowd came screaming down from the half-floor above.
“He’s been shot!” “They blasted him!” “The Senator’s dead!”
were all she could understand of the screams. The panicked
mob headed down the stairs with a few starting their way.
“It look’s like the mission’s started early guys,” Bulf
drawled, and slid one of the blasters her way.
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4. The Training Room
“Follow me!” Bulf yelled, and pressed the old Makov
Tiger into Dorrick's hands.
Dorrick dumbly held them out saying, “Huh?” as a group
of four was tearing around their floor screen.
“That’s them, I saw the blasters they used,” one yelled
and the others screamed, stabbing their comms, although a
klaxon was already wailing.
Bulf was not leading the way doing handsprings down the
poles like the pro’s had done, but went to a narrow catwalk
going up. Jason grabbed a weapon in one hand and sprang
after him. He lent a hand to Vio, then Maggage and finally
TongSu. With quite a grimace on her face she went up the
climb after them. Dorrick was either left alone, or going to
have to follow in this.
They were climbing a laser line, a fiber bundle strapped to
one of the poles. He was well aware that he was the most
vulnerable, stuck playing rear guard. They had to inch their
way along, and the drop was dozens of feet at least, onto
chrome railings or chair backs. There was a general shout
going up, the whole room could see them and crowds were
gathering and pointing.
They almost made it to the maintenance catwalk when a
couple cops showed up at the platform where they had dinner.
They wasted no time in pleasantries but dropped to one knee
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and began firing. Dorrick had to fire back to save his life.
With the old Makov, the residual magnetic kick caused his leg
to twitch and his feet slipped from the cable. As he started to
drop, he did notice that he gave one of the troops a burn he’d
remember in the morning.
TongSu caught him by the back of the shirt. He dropped
the blaster and it clanged its way down onto screaming diners
below. She yanked him over the lip and onto the catwalk and
towed him as they started running. “You have this,” she
pushed the blaster that had come her way into his hands and
kept running, still dragging him.
They pounded along the catwalk, bolts zapping on the
grate or the rail one after the other. For a few seconds they
were shielded by a major pole, until some of the restaurant’s
security staff started firing down at them. Bulf zapped a few
bolts in their direction sending them ducking for cover,
allowing them to get thru. Even old Makov’s like these are
too much fire power for any mall cops to stand up to.
The catwalk would take them above the ceiling of the
room, but on the last platform before it, three troopers stood
with Barringer 90's. It was Jason who raised his weapon and
blasted them before they could get set for a shot. He only hit
one, but the others dropped and Bulf was able to get a good
zap onto another one’s backside. They all lay down a
thunderstorm of fire to keep the area clear so they could get
across.
48

A houseman got in a lucky shot from behind them that
hobbled Dorrick as they made it into the ceiling.
He tried to keep up but his calf wouldn’t work, the pain
faded the world to white. They looked back at him. “I’m hit,”
he grunted.
“They’re coming,” Bulf said, “We can’t wait.”
TongSu put her shoulder under his arm and carried that
side of him down the catwalk following Bulf and the girls.
The ceiling space above them was a spidery tangle of
structural members with nothing but a weather shroud above
them. It felt colder as soon as he knew that.
“The air is so thin here that I’m getting winded early,”
TongSu said. “I hope we don’t have to go much farther.” Kex
is two miles above the Yakhan by the barometer, right near
the edge of what Kassidor’s map makers paint black. Many of
the high mansions are pressurized on the mountains around
Kex.
“Just beyond this wall,” Bulf said.
It was only another hundred feet, but there were others in
the ceiling with them before they got there and more shots
were fired. He had to admit, he was surprised Vio and
Maggage weren’t screaming, but he noticed he could see all
of the white of Vio’s eyes when she looked back. These
Makovs really couldn’t draw a bolt over this distance, the
street cop’s with Barringer’s could.
“Shut the door!” Jason bellowed as TongSu stumbled thru
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with Dorrick. Several cracks hit it as Bulf battened it into
place. As he was doing that his chin pointed to a Caldette 4G
rotocraft perched on the edge of the building’s roof among a
line of much more luxurious aircraft, at least forty stories
above the bright lights of Brook Street. “You’ve got three
seconds to learn to fly that thing.”
“What?” TongSu yelled.
“There are a lot of automatic systems,” Dorrick told her
“It’ll handle more like your balloon on a blustery day.” He
was able to hobble along by himself, the charge he’d taken
had bled away, he was only left with the burn and the pulled
muscle from the cramp. His achilles hadn’t popped. He
bobbled into the craft and sat heavily. “Jason’s been in one of
these before,” he can get in the front with you.” In truth they
had just played video games together, that year in Borlunth.
They did that, Bulf hopped into the back with Dorrick,
weapon trained on the door. The girls piled on top of them.
Jason was barking out control assignments. TongSu protested,
but he put the stick into her hands and powered up the
system. “I’ve been with you when you’ve done trickier flying
than this will be,” he said.
Just then the door flew open and a fusillade of blasts
sprang from it. Bulf returned fire as TongSu yanked on the
control stick. If it hadn’t been for the gunfire and the two
bottles of wine, he didn’t think she would have dared. Now
the girls screamed as the Caldette sprang over the precipice
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and leaned way onto it’s side. TongSu didn’t get much time to
play with the controls. She twisted, the craft came perilously
close to the next building, Dorrick thought he could hear the
chatter of the rotors on the facing but that was probably just
his teeth. They were still wobbling back and forth as TongSu
fought to figure out how to fly this craft when rays started
probing from the platform they just left.
TongSu tried to go up to avoid them, but Jason began
screaming, “No, no, no, you’re a sitting duck up there, you’ve
got to fly down between the buildings.” She dropped almost
to the level of streams of lev-rail traffic. “Don’t try to fly with
them, they’re on magnetic runners and if you get near them
you’ll have the traffic cops shooting at you too.”
Dorrick leaned forward and tried to see out the window
when a spray from a projectile weapon shattered it, causing
Vio to scream again. TongSu took a ninety degree turn into a
narrow street with no lev-rails and then went up and over the
warehouses.
“We need to get to our training suite,” Jason said. “It isn’t
far from here, but we have to lose them first. Go back thru the
government district and north into the Hymore valley about
seven miles. Don’t try to go over, you’ll never make it. I
know a street we can take.”
Jason led her at low altitude thru a maze of streets. The
Roron Buzzards the city cops were flying couldn’t get down
in here, but could sometimes strafe them when they were
51

lined up with the streets. They got to cut across lower
buildings in places, but had to stay down under cover. The
government forces didn’t dare fire indiscriminately into the
housing lining these streets, forces of the senator’s House
would.
“Now it’s going to get tight,” Jason said, “but you seem to
be getting the feel of this thing.”
“It’s too damn noi....”
“Turn here,” he barked.
She nearly hit both building walls. The crack between the
buildings couldn’t have been more than twenty feet beyond
the rotors on each side. “Uuuuu,” TongSu said in her nervous
voice. He was so glad he wasn’t in her position right now. It
was a rude ‘welcome to Centorin.’ Of course it was a rude
‘Welcome to Kassidor’ when he found their first destination
would take two or three years to reach and require heavy
weapons to fend off the animals and trade goods for the
tribesmen.
“Now it’s coming up,” Jason said, “That little street over
there, you have to slow down because it’s a sharp bend.”
It certainly was, they had to almost rotate in place and go
back.
“Now under here,” Jason said, pointing to a hanger door
in a dingy old warehouse. They were almost back where they
started, but several levels lower.
“Uuuuu,” TongSu groaned. There was a huge clatter when
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the rotor tips touched on the way thru.
“Put her down,” Jason said as he twisted out his door,
dropping eight feet to the ground and rolling from the thirty
five mph air speed. Ignoring the rash, he was right up and
sprinting back to the door, lunging for the button.
TongSu landed roughly, bounced, and started screaming,
“What the hell are you getting me into, I never...”
“Shut the fuck up,” Bulf barked, “the troopers will be here
soon enough without you getting one of the neighbors to
report us.”
“Like they didn’t hear us fly in,” TongSu said
sarcastically.
“That’s expected, it’s a hanger.”
“We better get an explanation,” Dorrick told Bulf,
keeping the Makov pointed directly at his face as he stepped
out of the little chopper.
Maggage jumped out of the chopper behind him. She
stifled a scream but lunged for the barrel of the weapon.
Dorrick shoved her roughly toward Bulf. Vio popped out and
ran to Jason, he was bloody from sliding over the concrete.
“If you want to stand here and argue till the storm
troopers get here you’re stupider than you look,” Bulf said.
“There’s no time for explanations now.”
“We have ten minutes,” Jason barked. “Lock and load
with something you can fire ‘cuz our mission is to ditch these
Makov’s and we have to go back after the one you dropped,”
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he said to Dorrick. “TongSu, pick the fastest thing you can fly
and take a simulated run on it.”
Dorrick felt a surge of guilt over the dropped blaster, but
then also thought it was stupid to bother. Just get to a tube
station and get back to Kassidor. At the same time he thought
about that, he also thought that a major House that was
determined enough would find a way. The guilt surged back.
At the same time Bulf yelled to Maggage. “Take Vio and
go out the service door and disappear, make it quick.”
“Say wha?” she said, but started running.
“You’ll be lost, but that’s good, you’ll find M’Kleester St.
in a while, there’s a public station every quarter mile along
there.”
Vio yelled goodby to TongSu as she ran off across the
hanger following Maggage.
“There's the trainer,” Jason said, “pick a setting and get
good on it.”
“Jason,” Dorrick said, “she barely reads Centish, she has
never seen a military aircraft before, except your video
games.”
“I saw a movie just before we met,” TongSu said,
speaking Kassidorian because she knew everyone here but
Bulf could understand it. “It was like being in a meteor
streaking thru the clouds except you could steer.”
“In there,” Jason pointed to the simulator booth, “Dorrick,
show her.”
54

“What will they be flying?” Dorrick asked.
“Senator McNulty was with Astron Pharmaceuticals,”
Jason said. “I think he was worth about eighteen billion votes,
so he was a pretty big boy. The McNulty’s have a squadron of
Hiller Maces and a big new Blackwedge, an LPO 100K I
think. Besides everything the government can throw at us.”
They would be tracked from bases in space, Dorrick knew
that. Dorrick looked around the hanger, “You should take the
Aixxe,” he pointed to it across the hanger floor. It would
blend in with civilian traffic well enough to get them out of
here. He pushed TongSu into the simulator, got it started. She
protested but he said, “Sorry, but there isn’t time. This is
Centorin’s equivalent of a theirops attack. Her expression told
him she fully understood. It was a good thing she had seen
some videos at least, the average Kassidorian would just run
and hide in this situation.
As soon as she was on-line, Dorrick went to the weapons
cases that Bulf had already thrown open. There was some
pretty good gear, a lot of it Dorrick had never handled before.
“Check this out,” Bulf said, and tossed him a slim little
Barringer Assassin.
Dorrick fired it twice down the range they had set up. It’s
range was good but it was so light it didn’t feel like it had any
power. He put it down, noticed some pulse grenades and
stuffed a couple of them in his pockets. He saw a suit of
ground mesh, and thought that would be just the thing, that
55

and a heavier blaster.
“I just got a call,” Bulf said, slapping his comm shut, “that
Makov’s been taken to precinct 54115 and is locked away in
the evidence vault. He was already running to another
canister next to the ammo locker. It was a short rack of armor
piercing shaped charges. “That precinct locker hasn’t got a
chance against these baby’s,” he said and slung them onto his
back.
“You can’t mean we’re going after it?” Dorrick choked.
Restaurant security was one thing, but to assault a police
station?
“We don’t have any choice buddy,” Bulf said, clapping
him on the shoulder. “The people we’re dealing with don’t
fool around. We either destroy those weapons so they aren’t
found, or we take the fall, and die once we get to the
slammer.”
Still limping a little, Dorrick kept up with them, even with
the big McAllister 980 he grabbed. He felt safer behind this
than the Barringer. Jason actually wound up with a shiny new
SciBlast Xb when he joined them. Bulf was already jogging
down the alley.
“We’ll crawl under the conveyor bank behind this
warehouse,” Bulf called. The alley was deserted, only the
sound of clattering conveyors echoed off the sheet metal
walls. All the conveyors in this industrial district converged at
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the end of this alley.
The few feet of clearance under them are muddy and full
of spiders and guarded by briars on either end. He knew he
couldn’t complain, he was the one who dropped it. He was
glad they weren’t sending him back after it alone. They
couldn’t do that because he would just become more
evidence. Of course the Kassikan had never given up their
mind-reading technology to the Centorin government, so the
cops would have to torture him to find out what he knew. He
knew right then that if he ever got out of this, it would be the
last invitation to Centorin he could ever accept. To think he
used to get a rush off this kind of thing.
They peeked thru the briars at the alley the precinct house
was on. This was the underside of the tony mall where they
had dinner, less than a mile from their table. “I think the
precinct station is on that ventilating duct,” Jason said,
looking at the map on his comm.
“We’ll have to climb up from the other side,” Bulf said,
“Someone might see us here.”
So they had to crawl back thru the mud and spiders to
climb the outside of the conveyor bank. The dinner hour was
advancing into evening and the light was tricky. A misstep
gets your leg into the machinery and probably gets you
dismembered. No one’s enforced a safety code on any of this
stuff since before he left for Earth. No one of means ever uses
these alleys.
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The framework was greasy and they slipped dangerously
a few times. Once they finally got to the air duct, it was a
stretch to reach it. At least they were in a spot where they
could burn a hole in it without anyone seeing. He could see
Jason had fun using that massive Xb on it.
Dorrick was last because his calf was still cramping from
the hit he took. A strong blast of air gusted out of the hole
they’d opened, and with his greasy hands he had a hard time
getting a grip. Jason had to grab his wrist or he would have
fallen twelve feet to the glass shards and tarmac. He was
expecting that fall and was going to be able to control it well
enough to stay out of the machinery.
“We need you with us,” was all Jason said.
It was a long crawl thru the air duct, but Bulf stopped at a
shaft going down. “This is the feed for the precinct station,”
he said, “We have to shimmy down.” He slapped his comm
shut again.
Dorrick knew he was being guided by someone with
access to the police database. All the senators on the law and
order committee would have that access. That was, if they
had sufficiently competent systems engineers to implement it.
Those paying the highest salaries would attract the greatest
talent, that would be the hundred or so richest Houses. All the
government engineers really did was provide the hardware
that everyone else hacked.
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“It looks too slick for that,” Dorrick said, but Bulf was
already letting himself down the forty by sixty inch shaft. It
was a good two stories to the bottom.
Dorrick’s ankle had a hard time with this, they passed
ventilator grilles on the way down and he heard a snatch of
conversation, “...said it had something to do with his vote on
the Ringworkers Union.”
“I wouldn’t put it past them to...” someone else said, but
they continued on down the tube.
They had to drop four feet to the surface, and try to do it
quietly, with all their gear. Dorrick didn’t think they did it
quietly enough, but Bulf didn’t wait around to find out. He
dropped to a crouch and jogged thru the ductwork.
“I think this grill right here is the closest one we’re going
to get,” Bulf said, consulting his comm again. He checked all
his gear “You guys ready?”
“Shouldn’t we pla...” Dorrick started to say.
“This is going to get a lot hotter than a little precinct
house real soon,” Bulf said. “I doubt House McNulty is going
to wait for the cops to handle this, so we better kick these
gonads while they’re exposed.”
“He’s right,” Jason said to Dorrick, “but we’ve never
knocked over a precinct before,” to Bulf.
“Well it’s time we figure out how,” he said, and blew the
ventilator grille open.
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5. Aixxe
She walked along the side of the machine, stroking it with
her hand. Centorin technology, the stuff that made her lover’s
world so powerful. It was a beautiful machine, even more
sleek than it had looked on Jason’s game screen. It had
recurved wings tipped with great rings filled with
windwheels. She could see that the rings tilted in all
directions, just like in Jason’s screen game. She wondered if it
was as fast as in that screen game and guessed it really was.
Wasn’t she guilty of the same thing these Centorins were?
Didn’t she think all those games were just animation until
now? Here was the evidence they were not, as if the ride over
here wasn’t enough. The aircraft was such a smooth flat
black, but by knocking it she could tell it was metal, she bet it
was solid titanium, or some alloy of titanium that the
founders of the Kassikan have never seen. She walked slowly
to the front of the machine, caressing it the whole time. She
could not deal with the overload of everything that was going
on. They wanted her to operate this figment of a yingolian
crystal’s imagination for real.
She could see all the openings and antennae for all the
munitions that used to come up on that screen. That is all real,
not an animation. Just like a theirops or a foeth or an obront;
it is not an animation. There was something more about this
metal magic that chewed at her. This whole fabulous machine
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is meant only to kill and destroy. Without the Instinct,
violence can go way beyond punching an asshole’s lights out.
It can get to the point where the most beautiful and powerful
machine she had ever dreamed of, the one she thought was
only an animation, is real.
The nose was down so it was possible to hop up on it. She
walked up the foreface to the passenger capsule. The control
stick was exactly as in Jason’s game. There were a lot more
extra switches, putting her hands to the glass she could see
the labeling on it all, but it was all in Centish, lots of long
technical terms she had no knowledge of.
She went back to the machine that Dorrick had left for
her. It was exactly like the control room of that spaceship or
airship or whatever it was. The main thing she found out from
the fifteen minutes she sat in there was how to slog thru all
those extra switches and controls. She figured out a lot of new
Centorin words by figuring out what some of them did. She
finally came across a screen symbol with the syllable ‘teach’
in it with a whole bunch of gobbledygook she couldn’t puzzle
out.
One was a word she thought she knew, ‘arm,’ that piece of
skin, meat and bone that holds your hand on. Well it also
means ‘enable’ in a Centish control console and all the
controls she had in the game, have to go thru a test and
activation sequence on a lot of those other switches and
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panels before the controls in the game will become activated.
In the real one, the munitions controls and flight controls
can be put in separate hands, and in the real one, they had
been. In this simulation, they were both on the same panel,
just like in the game. The screen is the controls and the view
out the front, the controller is something you hold in your
hand. Here it is attached to a stick that will move wherever
you put it, but remain there until you move it. That was really
nice.
What was really, really special, was once she got all the
tests passed and the console powered up and used the control
stick to take off with it, it was just like the game. In this, the
whole room moved around so you felt it. It roared much more
like the real thing. She took it up in a long loop that got
tighter and tighter till she leveled it out. The acquire target
button was in the same place it was on the game so she tried it
and saw two crosses come up on the screen in front of her and
sure enough, there were a couple little propeller-head things
like they made her fly on the way here. She took ‘em out to
rack up a few points, the munitions thudded a lot more than
they did on the screen game. She felt the concussions of their
explosions, seconds later. But where the game shows your
point counter, this displays a couple of coffins.
She stopped with another hard realization, not only was
the machine she had seen real here, so was the death it
caused. She thought on another thing to keep in mind. On the
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screen game when you get a ‘game over’ if you get shot down
by the other guy, you can just click ‘new game’ and try again.
The machine is real, the deaths it inflicts are real, and the
deaths it suffers are real. They are not done with special
effects or animation. There was no ‘new game’ button on
these controls.
“Back out with your hands above your head,” a rough
Centorin voice said. She thought, she wasn’t real sure what
‘with’ meant, and wasn’t sure she really heard ‘head’. She
hated the way the sweat exploded out of her pores as she did
this. Could she even dare turn her head here? “Who owns this
stuff?” he barked.
“I don’t know him well,” she said in perfect Yakhanian
Common Tongue, “He let me play with his nice video game
while he’s out.”
“Do you speak Centish?” he asked.
“No Centish,” she replied, in Centish, then switched back
and said, “But I’d call myself fluent in Common Tongue.”
She had turned around by now. There were two of them, they
were in grey twill uniforms and probably wearing armor.
They each had a blaster like Bulf ran off with. They were
wearing huge metal pins on their chests in a fancy shape.
They were heavily embossed with fancy letters that said
‘United Planet of Centorin – City of Kex’ all around the rim.
There was a embossed picture of a dactyl talon gripping twigs
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and the Centish number 54115 stamped on the bottom. All
simple common words she could puzzle out. These guys were
what Dorrick calls ‘The Cops.’
“You know what that is?” he asked his buddy.
“It ain’t Portuguese,” the other said, “I can catch a bit of
that.”
“Where are you from?” he asked, speaking slowly and
carefully, as well as loud.
Again, she told him all he could possibly want to know, in
Common Tongue. “It’s off Fifth Canal in Kassidor Yakhan,
well, about a half block back, but we use the tenth floor cutacross most of the time when we go out. It’s about eight miles
out so we’ve got a mast for my balloon even though our
door’s only on the nineteenth floor.”
“Do you have any idea what that is?” he asked his partner.
“Maybe she’s a loose psycho?” his partner ventured.
“With all this gear in here, we can’t really let a psycho
loose in here, what if she went to the real machine?”
TongSu knew this test would come and she was pretty
sure it was coming now. Since they obviously thought she
could understand Centorin as well as she pretended to speak
it, she had some advantage.
“Who owns all this stuff?” one asked. He was already
looking at his pocket eye as he asked that. “House d’Eseron it
says here, never heard of them.”
“How many votes?”
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“Less than seventeen thousand,” he said dismissively.
“What’s this bimbo doing here?”
“Probably just pumping and playing with the video
games, the other said,” TongSu was following enough of it.
“Should we take her in?” one asked. “It might be fun.” He
wriggled his eyebrow.
“Lets call first.”
Yes, the test was now. She snatched the plastic-cased
comm from his hand and crushed it. The plastic case popped
and she flung the pieces at the other, who was reaching for
his. She batted that away, the cases were so cheap it would
probably shatter. They were both reaching for their blasters
and she got a hand on each in time. With a quick disarm, she
wrenched them free because neither one was expecting half
her true strength and her determination to use it. Once they
had no comms or blasters, they ran.
She never had to face the ultimate decision. She was
pretty sure she caused one guy pain as she wrenched the
blaster from his grasp and she should have suffered paralysis
from that. She did not, but she suffered remorse. However,
with no comms and no blasters, those cops ran from the
building in one piece. According to Centorin video dramas,
she was supposed to run after them shooting now that she had
the blasters.
She did not, and she let them get away. No doubt they
would bring reinforcements, she wondered how long it would
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take. She was just about to try a few more minutes in the
trainer when she heard feet pounding up the loud metal steps
right outside this room. It hadn’t taken long at all.
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6. Precinct 54115
They all jumped into the room, it was a training room.
Jason charged right across it, using his SciBlast to burn the
sheeting off the wall. As the metal wall of the evidence vault
became exposed, Bulf started swinging the case of shaped
charges off his back.
Dorrick saw at a glance there were two doors. Jason was
already kicking up a pile of desks as cover toward one of
them. Dorrick pushed two that looked like they had the
thickest metal tops upright despite his protesting ankle.
“Hold your ears,” Bulf yelled less than a second before
the blast.
Bolts were already crackling against the desktops. They
each got a few, but as they covered the doors, their flanks
were exposed. They each yanked up another desk that way.
But he could already hear people working on the floor above.
“Fall back,” Bulf yelled. “Get in here.”
That was easier said than done. Dorrick wound up
carrying a desk over his back to do it and still got quite a bit
of charge passing thru him. It made the ankle throb again.
“Even in here, we can’t stand them off for long,” Jason
said.
“We won’t be in here. They sent me the codes for this
door, none of the guys here have it. They’ll take four minutes
running around.” Bulf already had the vault door open using a
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key wire.
“I’ll keep ‘em back a few more seconds,” Jason said and
pumped a few SciBlast bolts thru the hole in the vault wall.
Dorrick picked up the Makov that they had come for, but
Bulf immediately took it from him. “No offense,” was all he
said.
Jason jumped thru the vault door and Bulf clanged it into
place, then immediately took eight paces down the hall and
put the last two charges on the floor. “Hold your ears,” he
said again and before the masonry had even come to rest he
plunged into one of the abandoned brick water conduits from
the 3600's. He took off at a dead run, yelling, “come on,” over
his shoulder.
“We don’t want them noticing this door was used,” Bulf
said at the 3rd maintenance door in the tunnel. Whoever they
were working for had sent Bulf a lot of highly secure
information.
They were careful not to disturb the dust and rust that was
all over everything.
“I don’t think that’s going to help,” Jason said, hearing
people dropping into the conduit behind them.
“Shit!” was all Bulf said, and yanked it open.
The police had those Barringers, light, but long range.
Arcs were already snapping and crackling around them as
they jumped thru the door. Jason used the big SciBlast to
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draw a bead of weld on the latch as they began to run up the
stairs. “That should pause ‘em awhile.”
“They know where we’re coming up,” Bulf yelled. “We
have to beat them there.”
Dorrick just grunted from the cramp that still bothered
him.
Jason was right behind him, “where do we come up?”
“At the switching house of the conveyor bank,” Bulf
yelled back.
Dorrick could hear it already, the belts and gates and
shuttles knocking the products from belt to belt. It was so
noisy Dorrick barely heard the manhole cover clang to the
pavement, or the crack of the blast that almost got Bulf.
“We gotta go up,” he yelled and climbed into the
machinery.
Dorrick struggled after him, more worried about the belts
and rollers and rough-cut crates whistling by. The only thing
to hold on to was the framework of the machinery and it was
deep in dusty old grease. Dorrick saw at least six cops
working their way toward them. Jason backed the closest
ones off before climbing up. They were right in an area where
feeder belts branched off, mechanical arms shoved the crates
off as they came by. They needed to watch them to see what
crates were being sorted out.
“Good,” Bulf said, “it’s the low ones. If we jump on one
of them we’ll be sorted up that branch. Our building’s down
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the end of this beltline. Here’s three low ones in a row, hang
on really tight, they get shoved hard.”
“I haven’t done this since...” Dorrick couldn’t wait for the
‘3783’ to complete his sentence. Bulf was already on his crate
and Dorrick was holding up Jason. Jason threw Dorrick onto
the crate as much as he jumped. He hung on with all he had
and still he was spun around when the arm knocked the crate
onto the other belt. An old scrap-iron building was coming up
to take off his legs. He got back on the crate in time but it was
now shifted on the belt and a corner of it was hanging off.
The belt was pushing them along at about thirty miles an hour
but it was thirty feet up above an abandoned freight yard
where some pre-teens who were shooting up and smashing
bottles in a fire barrel watched them go by.
“Just catch onto one of these girders on the way by,” Bulf
yelled. They were passing under a building, he was talking
about the girders that held it above the belt line. He jumped
back off the crate, caught the girder and swung way up,
landing roughly in the truss work.
Dorrick tried but missed that girder, caught the next in the
forearm and scraped down his wrists till he grabbed the plate
of the girder in his fingers. It was rusty and ragged so that
hurt like hell. He still swung up way too hard. He tried to
tuck, but got his knee stuck in a truss instead, where he hung
from it till he could scrape it out.
While he was doing that, his crate teetered on the belt,
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then fell from it, but there wasn’t quite enough room to fall
freely. It hit the wall, spun around and smashed into Jason’s,
just as he caught the girder Bulf was on. They had to inch
along the girder to the wall, being careful not to let any part
of their body or weaponry dangle into the crates hurtling by
inches below.
Once at the wall, they dropped to the concrete floor where
the conveyor entered the building, and ran along that till they
reached the first maintenance hatch. Bulf had all the keys for
this building in his comm already, so they were soon in a
service corridor.
They went right to the stairway and climbed the six flights
to the hanger. Bulf almost went thru the door, but he saw two
cops run by, running back toward the street. Both were
unarmed and without comm, one was holding his forearm and
gritting his teeth.
They let them go by, then pounded up the few steps to the
hanger. They burst into the room and looked around and saw
TongSu behind the simulator with the cop’s Barringer trained
on them. She immediately jumped up and ran to them. “You
scared the shit out of me,” she said as she grabbed him in a
hug. “I’m so glad it’s you, I just had a little unfriendly
discussion with a couple of guys you call cops. They don’t
speak a word of Common Tongue.”
“No, they won’t,” Jason said.
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“We saw them,” Dorrick said. It was then that he noticed
the crushed remains of two police-issue comms on the floor,
and another police Barringer leaning on the trainer.
“They’ll be more,” Bulf said, “we have to get out of here.
Did you get enough time on the trainer?” he asked TongSu.
“I got thru...”
Just then there was a heavy thud from across the hanger
and a couple floors below. “We got company,” Jason yelled.
“We have to cut this short,” he told TongSu.
Without hesitation she started for the plane saying, “You
know when we get back and people ask me if I had an
entertaining evening in Kex, I’m not going to recommend it.”
The four of them sprinted, but the hanger was wide and
his calf was still hobbled from the hit he’d taken. This time
Bulf bolted for the door. Jason was carrying all four of the
Makovs in his left arm with that SciBlast Xb in his right, at
the ready. Dorrick grabbed at his McAllister, then snatched a
random versapistol and a helmet, then sprinted to catch up.
TongSu was already into the machine by the time the door
burst open and rays began snapping bolts back and forth.
He ran and fired, angling to get the craft between him and
the troops. Jason made it to the ramp, firing one of the
Makovs with his left hand as well as the SciBlast from his
right. THAT made those city soldiers duck. He could hear the
reactor throbbing up in that Aixxe, that meant TongSu had
learned something about it. Jason threw the Makovs up the
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ramp, took another couple blasts from behind cover as
Dorrick finished sprinting. He just about made it when a
powerful bolt found his ankle, the same one that was already
hit. His whole leg locked with the discharge and he went
down as if speared. It was luck that he fell in the shadow of
the ramp or his ankle would have been burned thru.
The craft was already lifting. TongSu yelled that she
didn’t get much past the power-up sequence in that trainer.
Dorrick scrambled with his hands and maybe one working
leg, he couldn’t tell, the pain was too great. Jason came back
and helped drag him to the ramp before she got it off the
ground. They left the ramp down. Jason took a few more
shots out the window. TongSu tried to slow down by the door
to pick up Bulf but guys were pouring out of the door now
and one of them had a missile he was madly setting up. Bulf
sprang for the ramp, only thirty feet away, but the wash from
the tilt-rotors slowed him. One bolt, then three more found
him. Their leader finished him off with a pea-grenade from
his versapistol before he even hit the ground.
“Go!” Jason screamed, “and don’t look back.”
She did. Dorrick was very worried about how TongSu
was going to react to this, thinking she would probably go
into shock. She had never seen a human being harm another
in her life. She had never known it was possible until she met
him. Now she had watched someone gunned down in her
presence.
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The truth was Dorrick wondered how he would take this.
The person who had invited him here was dead. Bulf had
been a friend growing up. They had been thru a lot of shit
together on the south shore, they’d had each other’s back
many times. Dorrick was supposed to have his back this time.
The big problem with this mission was target selection.
When he did light work on the south shore, the way he stayed
alive was knowing when to advance and when to retreat.
Whatever this mission was, it was one he wouldn’t have
taken.
“We gotta boogie,” Jason said, “Those guys have called
us in.”
“What are we doing?” Dorrick asked between his teeth,
trying not to black out from the pain. Jason had climbed in
beside TongSu, leaving him to lie on the cabin floor. He gave
directions to TongSu, the craft pitched and he was thrown
around. He tried to hang on. If there were four of them, he
and Bulf would have been wedged in this small space. His leg
was all pins, his ankle was on fire. He tried to get a look at it.
He figured half his ankle was blown away when the bone
exploded, he had seen wounds of that nature.
They were careening thru the canyons of the streets again,
but four times faster this time, much faster than the lev-rail
traffic. “We have to dispose of these weapons,” Jason said.
“Why?” Dorrick hissed. He was hyperventilating and
would probably lose consciousness.
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“I don’t know. All I was able to get out of Bulf was that
we were doing this for someone a lot more scary than the
ones we’ve got against us so far.”
Dorrick knew that meant it was a major House. ‘Who
would want Senator McNulty dead?’ he wondered. He never
paid that much attention to politics and had been away from it
for twenty five years. He didn’t even catch up ten years ago
when he was here last.
He wondered if he could still trust Jason to tell him
everything. If Jason kept anything from him, it would only be
because he was trying to protect him. He tried to move, once
they were hurtling down a canyon that was more or less
straight.
“How bad is it?” TongSu asked.
“I’m trying to find out, I still can’t move my leg, it feels
like it was blown off.”
“You’re in much better shape than your so-called friend,”
she said. He knew her well enough, he could tell she was
trying to sound tough because she was fighting tears. He just
hoped she held together.
He was grunting, trying to get to his ankle. Jason turned
for a second. “It’s a pretty bad burn, but you’re not going to
loose the foot. You’ll be back in action as soon as the charge
bleeds off.” He had a wound kit on his belt, and started to put
some salve and ground strap for it, then turned around, “Look
out!” he yelled and the craft leaned mightily. “That bus must
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have had his collision avoidance off.”
“Or it doesn’t work,” Dorrick said.
“In Kex they have some inspectors that actually test them
instead of just accepting bribes for it,” Jason said.
He turned back and started to wrap Dorrick's ankle with
gauze. He wondered if Jason was right about the foot. At least
it was burned badly enough to slow the bleeding.
“Where now?” TongSu asked.
Jason turned again, “Right, get thru there and over that
warehouse and shed district and out over the water. Drop
right down over the dam when you get to it and stay in the
canyon, you might want to back off on the speed a little after
the dam.”
Dorrick’s leg had loosened up enough so that he was able
to draw it within reach by sucking a lingering sizzle thru his
teeth as he did. But now he could wrap it. He didn’t bother to
cut the gauze, he just wound it all on there. There was no way
he could put weight on it, but maybe it would get no worse
with the salve and padding. It actually did hurt a little less.
“This screen shows bogies?” TongSu said, “What does
that...”
The first explosion occurred, right outside the window
beside his head.
“Get lower, get your belly wet in that brook down there.”
“We’ll hit one of those houses.”
“They’re just flimsy shacks, don’t worry about them.”
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“Jason,” TongSu said, “this isn’t a video game.”
“Play it as if it was,” he said and another explosion
bloomed right in front of them.
She pulled up and over, he would probably never know if
she actually meant to execute a loop that was way outside the
design parameters of this aircraft, or just lost control. The
dummy in the rocket must have had his nose connected to the
targeting system because he tried to follow while he was
hurtling past and tumbled into the mountainside along the
stream that flowed out of the valley of Kex.
TongSu bounced out of that loop after the shrapnel from
both those explosions settled out of the air. “Damn, this thing
sure is unstable. Was there someone in that missile?”
“There was someone stupid in that rocket-plane.” Jason
said.
He could tell that TongSu had taken them up a little ways.
She was already beginning to understand the back-of-yourhead on the heads-up. He knew those video games were the
reason Jason wanted her along. Dorrick wanted her along, but
not for this. He was looking forward to her put-downs of the
self-important.
“Where are we going?” TongSu asked.
“To the sea. We have to start breaking down these
blasters,” Jason said. “How’s that new McAllister?”
“Not as important as the fact that Bulf is dead.”
“I blame him more than pity him,” Jason said. “I really
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don’t know who we’re working for, and I don’t know why,
and he got us both into this, but you know we have to finish
it.”
For Dorrick the problem was simple, get to a tube station
and call up their return ticket. But how safe did he feel from a
major House in the Yakhan? There are plenty of androids now
that are good enough to fool anyone they need to on the
streets of the Yakhan. He was right, if he was going to have a
normal life again, he had to carry out the assigned mission.
No doubt they were nano’d and security officers were seeing
and hearing everything, and maybe even keeping the Alpha
updated. If Dorrick was targeted by a major House, there was
no power known to mankind that could save him. “How did
he approach you?” Dorrick asked.
“It was about a month ago, a job, big money, big risk and
a lot of nice gear. Big step up for me if it worked. He took me
to that hanger, he told me it was all mine when the job was
done.
“Bulf said he was honest with me when he said he was
offered the chance to found a House. He said he was being
too honest with me when he said he was forbidden to tell who
we were working for.”
“We do manage to get into some scrapes don’t we?”
Dorrick said.
“I’m sooo glad you brought your monster-slaying
Kassidorian super-woman along.” He patted TongSu’s
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shoulder.
“I ain’t his, he lives in my house, I only used his family
name because it’s a required blank on some form.”
“Figure of speech, my dear.”
“I ain’t your dear either. You say the guy who got zapped
set this all up, but you were selling just as much of it as he
was. I did not come thru that stargate to get involved in a reallife video game with the Centorin military. I came here for a
boring dinner without yaag and ‘why don’t we stop
somewhere now that we’re downtown, once we got to our
end of the stargate. This shit is WAY too taxing for my
adrenal glands.”
“Sorry, I just thought you’d get a kick out of it. You know
we did have some good times playing them all those months
in Borlunth.”
“As long as we stayed dry,” she said, griping once again
because he was the first to opt out of her rotation in the early
part of the voyage.
“Different interpretations of what God asks of us,” Jason
said.
“And Vio has stayed faithful to you?” TongSu asked as
she flew deep in the canyon of the Kex River, following a
freight flume that went down here at the dawn of Centorin
civilization. There was nothing shooting at them for the
moment.
“Do we have enough fuel to make it?” Dorrick asked to
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save Jason the embarrassment.
Jason leaned over, “Shit!”
“That would be ‘no’,” Dorrick said.
“Not to get back,” Jason said.
“We need to get the guns in the water and get to a tube
station out of sight,” Dorrick said. “I don’t think we have a
chance of getting back undetected unless we put this ship
underwater.”
“I think you’re right,” Jason said.
“I never really learned to swim,” TongSu said. “I was
never in deep water until I met you.” (The translation’s a bit
stretched.)
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7. The Wilds of Centorin
She swooped down over the third dam since they started
down river, almost scraping it. They were all deep and steep
and almost deserted, and most outrageous, they had no
locks! For the moment there was still no pursuit. She was still
trying to come to grips with going from silly amusement to
the reality behind the video games.
She never really believed there was any reality behind it.
Now she knew she was being just as narrow minded as
Centorins were when they thought WildWorld was done with
special effects. She had seen all too much of how real it is
already. A good friend of Dorrick’s that they just had dinner
with was dead, some kid trying to drive a missile was dead. A
senator was dead. Her man of a decade and two thirds was
seriously hurt.
This was her equivalent of having a theirops brought thru
the tube wasn’t it? This was her equivalent of having a
priceless expression on her face as it pulled out her intestines.
The expression on her face was no doubt a rictus. It was
amazing how much the controls of this craft were like the
game controller. About the only difference was that you could
feel the motion with your gut. Her gut was still too full of that
heavy meal.
Bulf was the seventh person she’d seen die. A good friend
of hers got taken by a spheelunge when they were hiking the
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shore of West Dromedia. A couple neighbors were lost when
they were on the flood relief team in the 102nd. Kulla broke
his back in gymnastics and hung on paralyzed for almost a
week, but not long enough so they could find a
regenerationist that could get there. Her baby in the 104th died
of the vomits as an infant, a harder thing to take than Bulf
getting zapped, by a factor of a thousand. She’d seen that
scene in Centorin video many times, now it connected with
real life. The other two deaths she had seen were too long in
the past for her to remember, she just remembered the number
was six, now seven. She had never seen the pilot or senator,
alive or dead.
How did she get herself into these things? Hanging out
with Dorrick, that’s how. Ever since ‘this pass will save two
weeks...’ and then, ‘Just get a video of this hunter in the
swamp...’, ‘These tribesmen seem friendly...’ and so on until,
‘A nice dinner in Kex,’ like he was afraid she might find it too
stuffy. Now the guy who invited them was dead, Dorrick was
shot and she was careening down the bottom of this valley
with red warning lights blinking and all these lines and things
projected on the windscreen distracting her. At least she knew
what the ‘bogie’ character meant now.
“Where are we going?” She asked.
“We need to get these guns into the deep ocean, and we
still need to strip them down.”
“I can do it,” Dorrick grunted.
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Ever the hero.
It was three hundred miles to the sea, it would take them
an hour. They were in a narrow valley. As long as she stayed
low, fast and kept mountains in their way, no one would
bother to pursue them, he said. The valley had once been
important to the Centorin economy. There were hydroelectric
dams on the river, road and railroad lines ran thru the canyon.
The road was still open, the railroad was gone and parts of its
route were overgrown. The brush was very thick with tiny
sticks and fluttering leaves.
Trees like shaftwoods with tiny needle-like leaves cloaked
the mountainsides. The mountains were steep and rocky. The
rocks were pink and angular. The sun was moving fast across
the sky. She knew it swung around every twenty one hours
here, four times to every week of Kassidor. There were many
little tunnels in these mountains where that railroad had once
gone. She was educated enough to know what a Centorin
railroad was like, they were still in common use when
Centorin first contacted Kassidor by radio waves and video
had been transmitted. That was just lately, a couple centuries
ago at the most.
“They can see us from above, right?” she asked Jason.
“Yep, sorry about that.” He was just finishing the
disassembly of the last of the blasters used in the senator’s
murder.
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“Why didn’t we just take the tubes?” she asked.
“They can just look up our route and find the weapons. If
we go far, like to the coast, they might even have us diverted.
They would certainly have us met.”
“They will have us met soon.”
“They will wait till we’re over the water where no
civilians will be in the way.”
“There are no civilians in the way in this valley.”
“There’s a few.” He pointed to a few isolated settlements
along the river. Hydropower seemed to be the only income
down here, she knew that Centorins can transmit power much
farther with electricity than Kassidorian industry could with
compressed air.
“So then they blast us and we get the big ‘game over’,”
TongSu said, glancing his way for a split second. As soon as
she looked ahead, she saw the bogie marker was back. She
braced for the explosion but it didn’t come. “We’ve got
company again,” she said.
Jason looked at the screen, “Oh fuck! It’s a Banshee X-50,
I was hoping planetary didn’t have those working yet.”
“What’s that?” Dorrick asked, trying not to think about
the fact that it was the full Centorin military, not the city cops
that were after them now.
“Basically it's a personal shuttlecraft. It’s got a macroionic
drive as well as fans. It can do zero to six thousand in thirty
four seconds.”
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“Then we’re shot down,” TongSu said.
“I don’t know what he’s doing. He’s at one point five
eight miles right now but closing. I don’t see a weapons scan,
but they might be equipped with non-advertising stuff.”
She really didn’t know what that meant, but soon found it
didn’t mean the ship was without weapons because there was
an explosion right beside them and their own ship turned and
listed. She fought the controls, grunting almost silently.
“Here comes another one,” Jason yelled.
“I can’t hold it,” TongSu said. “We’re going down and I
can’t tilt the starboard engine.”
How like a video game this was, just like in the games
there was smoke pouring from the motor. It was still spinning
but would not rotate, there was no way they could land. There
was nothing straight and flat to slide in on, except maybe that
ancient railroad tunnel. The first of the pair of space planes
rocketed by them, like they were on a park bench, casting a
huge bolt as they did that blew all the electronics.
There was nothing but manual control now and the force
required was excruciating. She could feel the metal bars in
the yoke bending as she struggled to maintain some control.
There was nothing around them but tree covered rocky
hillsides and a raging white river full of boulders that roared
and twisted in the bottom of this ravine. The tiny but fierce
white sun was behind the hills when they took off. The gloom
was deepening and the land was rising fast.
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Both Jason and Dorrick were screaming at the top of their
lungs but she couldn’t hear a thing. It was just her and this
dead machine. It was hurt way worse than her floater was
when they fell from that cliff in the mountains of the Old
Lands to the theirops-infested clearing at the bottom. This
machine was truly dead, and so would they be unless she got
it into the little black hole. They were dropping awfully fast,
she had to get the nose up, but not until they were just about
to enter the tunnel. Of course there was no way to tell there
wasn’t a cave-in thirty five feet inside the entrance, but that
would be no worse then any other part of the mountain.
“Brace yourselves, this is going to hurt,” she yelled.
Just as they sank below railway level she saw what she
really wanted to see, a tiny dot of light grey in the distance
down the tunnel. But they were falling below it, she had to
get the nose way up. She hauled back on the yoke, straining
muscles and popping tendons, bending it flat on the floor
before the small wings did any good at all. They swooped up,
hard. Just a nanotwinge before they shot up over the rim of
the old railbed she let go of the yoke, then grabbed it as it
popped up, bent from it’s original position but giving her
enough clearance to steer. They were going too fast and
weren’t centered on the tunnel. The right rotor snapped off
with little protest, but the left one was right at the wall and
slammed the nose into the wall so they slid sideways along
the tunnel wall in 140db of screaming metal for a few
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hundred feet. Two missiles chased them in, exploding just
inside the mouth, blowing the entrance apart and sealing them
inside.
She was impaled on the yoke by the deceleration but was
hard enough in the gut to survive it. Jason was hanging in his
lap belt. Dorrick’s wounded ankle came up in the front of the
cabin between their two seats. He’d kept himself from further
injury by grabbing their seat pedestals with his arms. The
noise was what hurt the worst, probably for all of them.
“How is everybody?” TongSu asked. Her voice sounded
like a baby lumin in her ears.
“Not much worse than I was,” Dorrick answered. “Now
I’ve got bruises on the inside of my upper arms.”
“How’s your leg and ankle.”
“Pretty numb,” Dorrick answered.
“That salve is amazing,” Jason said.
Two concussions came to them again, not as close this
time or maybe they were more deaf. Her ears were screaming
like a singing teakettle already. If possible the darkness was
even more profound. They had sealed the other end of this
tunnel.
“Just great,” Jason said. Grabbing the emergency pocketlight on the roof of the cabin.
Dorrick had managed to draw his leg up and sit up at the
door. “The hatch is partly ground away, and solidly against
the concrete wall backed up by a couple miles of rock.”
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Jason had the map out, “This tunnel is a little more than
two miles long, they would have had to put three ventilation
shafts in it. We have to make it out the first one. I don’t need
to tell you they will have patrols out.”
“No, you don’t need to tell me,” Dorrick said, “But we
need to tell TongSu about them, and about dogs.”
“Dogs is an animal on Earth and Centorin,” she knew,
“they’re kept as pets like mindunes and milliclamps.”
“They can track you by smell.”
“I wash,” she said, “but you can’t blame a girl for
sweating on a ride like this one.”
“We haven’t got time to wait around chatting,” Jason said,
“Now duck so I can blow this window out and we can get out
of here.” He set his versapistol against it and picked an
explosive slug setting. Everyone covered their ears and he
blew it out. The whole thing shattered to gravel, giving them
some nicks and cuts. She wasn’t going to need any more
reminders on how to grade Centorin as a destination for an
evening’s entertainment.
Jason was the first one out. He had an electric pocketlight like they brought on the journey to Borlunth. He began
examining the tunnel.
“Can you get out?” she asked Dorrick. “I feel really bad
for you, but I’m so glad this wasn’t my idea.”
“Point taken,” he said.
“I recommend that next time we go out to brunch, we stay
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on our side of the stargate.”
“Yeah,” he groaned, now sitting in the seat Jason had
occupied. He had to use his hands to help his bad ankle over.
TongSu climbed up on the seat and helped him. Jason came
back and helped him coming down, keeping weight off that
ankle. “Thanks guys,” he said, as TongSu jumped down.
She gave Dorrick back his blaster, and was glad it was his
left ankle. She got her shoulder under his. “It’s a good thing
you’re so tall or I’d be too big to be a good crutch.”
“You fit me perfectly TongSu, you always have. I’m
really sorry I got you into this. I’m really sorry I got you into
all the disasters we’ve been thru in our time together.”
“You know as well I do that it’s my wandering twat that’s
racked up half the scrapes we’ve been in.” She was thinking
about the time she was infatuated with the guy who
accidentally revived the Dark Lord from the wars of magic.
“We should move along,” Jason said, “Good thing you've
got a strong girlfriend to lean on old buddy. I knew she could
fly like that since she used to nail me at AirWar.”
“Shows you what the night life is like in Borlunth,”
TongSu said.
“Oh good, a service door. Noise!” Jason yelled and blew
the door open.
“I hope they haven’t got someone to the top of this shaft
already.”
“Not possible. They’ll be dispatched from House
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McNulty even if they are government troops. The senator’s
head of security is also a colonel in the planetary guard and
could legally assert control of the situation.”
“How deep are you into the politics of this?” Dorrick
asked.
“I could make a long list of Houses that wouldn’t mind
seeing that senator dead.”
They went thru the blasted doorway and into the
maintenance shaft. It was a small tunnel parallel and a halfstory above the main. It was more than a quarter mile to the
air shaft and when they got there it was accessible only by a
ladder of decaying iron rungs in the wall.
“Nope, not on my list of recommended vacation
destinations,” TongSu said as Jason played his light in the
vertical shaft. It seemed like she could see the light fade into
the darkness about two thousand feet up.
“We have to get there before they do,” Jason told them.
TongSu knew the ascent would be grueling for her, but
worried more for Dorrick. They had to take it slow and easy,
stay relaxed. Dorrick had only one foot he could use and it
was shaking. The rusted rungs cut their hands until they were
all bleeding. She was behind Dorrick hoping she could catch
him if he fell. More likely they would both go down in this
round, eight-foot shaft. There was no way to catch yourself if
you fell.
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They never saw it from below, but there was a dead and
jagged old tree precariously balanced on the rungs they
needed to climb to continue. It looked a lot like a shaftwood
but the stems were the same kind of wood as the trunk. No
one needed to say that if that came loose, it would kill them
all. It was a very big tree and aimed like a missile down the
shaft. It would have been very selfish of her to wish she
wasn’t the last in line.
Jason pulled himself to the side, trying to put as little
weight on the tree as possible. He swung by one hand when
the tree started swaying and creaking. With his feet dangling
over nothing, he swung up and got a hand on the next rung,
landing in the stump. It rustled and swayed again, dead sticks
went clattering down, but he got his legs above it and pulled
himself onto the rungs above. All that with the sack of blaster
parts strapped to his shoulders, and his big blaster slung
above that.
TongSu came up and helped boost Dorrick over the stump
but he had to put weight on it, causing it to wobble even
more. More sticks trickled into the abandoned train tunnel far
below. He got his hand on a rung above the stump. She
shoved him and the rung her left hand was holding separated.
She would have gone down if she didn’t grab for the stump of
that rung no matter how jagged it was. The log began to
groan.
“Go,” she yelled at Dorrick.
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He let his bad foot dangle and began to hand-over-hand
himself up the rungs toward Jason. The trunk was sliding as
TongSu scrambled over it, taking her down with it. She
lunged and grabbed for the rung below the one she had been
on. The branches raked across her back as the log gained
momentum down the shaft. There would be marks from that,
but there was nothing she couldn’t heal from. Then she
remembered that every microbe in this biosphere would be
more than happy to take up residence in every cut and scrape.
“Next time you ask me about visiting Centorin,” she gasped,
“I’m going to remind you about this.”
It couldn’t have been another thousand feet to the surface,
they couldn’t have possibly made it if it was that far. They
were all shaking by the time they made it. As soon as they
were near the top TongSu could hear some howling bursts in
the distance.
“Oh shit,” Jason said, “Here come the dogs.” He
clambered to the surface. “Let’s not dawdle,” he said, and
reached for Dorrick.
Over her muscles’ most strident complaints, she boosted
Dorrick as Jason pulled him, then clambered up behind. The
tearful joy of being on ground again after those last couple
centuries on that rusty metal ladder was short lived as that
baying and howling was getting closer. She had seen pictures
of dogs. As individuals they weren’t as dangerous as a
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hyadune, but they didn’t hunt as individuals. They hunted in
bigger packs than hakken, and these hunted under the
direction of Centorin’s planet-wide bully group.
“We can’t stay here,” Jason said, and began moving up
the hill.
“We can’t go on either,” Dorrick said. “They’re moving
too fast for troops to be keeping up with them. You didn’t
grab a helmet did you?” he asked her.
“That doesn’t look like much of a helmet,” she said. It
looked like the one from the video games she and Jason used
to play.
“It’s got night vision,” he said, and put down the visor.
“Stay with me.”
“I’m your crutch.” She wasn’t about to take off into the
wilds of the Centorin night by herself was she?
“That salve is powerful” he said.
“It just numbs you, you’re still damaged,” she reminded
him.
“I can deal with that later.”
“Here they come,” Jason said, “Make your shots count.”
TongSu couldn’t see a thing but the rays and bolts that
stabbed the night but could hear thrashing in the undergrowth,
the famous dog noise, howls and yowls, vicious growls,
punctuated by the snap of blasts. The flashes of the blasts let
her see at least a dozen of them. They had teeth like a
hyadune, but two on the top also, but no pincers. They were
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much more active.
She drew the knife she grabbed from the weapons room
because they were still coming. She could hear them getting
around behind them. Dorrick and Jason were now firing so
fast that it provided enough light for her to see and she jabbed
at one of the two animals that were encircling them. She got
one of them right in the face and heard it howl pitifully and
back off. She was still flailing at random when Dorrick
whirled and fired and almost got her arm. The flash showed
her the one she’d cut coming back, Dorrick took it out, but
then another was almost on them from the front and she
swung at it. Jason took two more blasts before downing it.
At least two of them were left alive and ran off into the
dark, baying. They went a hundred yards, then stopped and
made as much noise as they could. Jason went charging after
them into the dark, got close enough to nail one, the last one
kept running and howling down off the mountain.
They heard a big device thunder over them in the sky.
“Those banshees are back, we’ve got to get out of here,”
Jason said.
“Where?” Dorrick said.
“Over this hill,” Jason said. “Hope we can find a deserted
shack or something along the ravine somewhere.”
“Lets put one of those Makovs back together for
TongSu.” Dorrick said.
“She’s going to need it,” Jason agreed.
94

Jason was able to re-assemble it in the dark by feel alone,
while maintaining a brisk pace. In only a couple minutes he
handed it to her. “It works just like that toy one we picked up
in Orlontz,” Jason told her. That was over a decade and a half
ago now, but this evening seemed longer already. She was
surprised he remembered the name of that city. Centorin
blasters were known on the world of all lands only from
pictures, the Kassikan would not allow them to be brought
onto Kassikan property, and thus they couldn’t go thru the
stargate.
She tried to help Dorrick as much as she could. She knew
his ankle was burned to the bone, she’d seen that much while
Jason tried to tend it. He should be off it, he should be laid up
and under treatment. Of course if they’d gone to breakfast
like she suggested this morning and missed dinner in Kex,
they’d be on their way to an enjoyable evening’s
entertainment and a great duskmeal right now.
The helmets didn’t help them see the sticks and rocks in
their path. They had to feel their way along and they were not
very quiet about it. “What other critters are we likely to scare
up stomping thru here?” she asked.
“There’s no other animal on Centorin except in a zoo that
can threaten a human with bodily harm,” Dorrick said. “The
largest wild animal in these woods is called a squirrel, they
weigh a couple pounds and live up in the trees like a nakette,
but they look more like a four legged Grey Rufftail.”
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Jason was leading, she was last again. The terrain was
rugged and they were climbing pretty steeply, all the hills
around were like that. The aircraft thundered over them again.
She knew they had to stay under the thick vegetation so their
body heat could not be picked up by sensors in the aircraft, as
they neared the ridge, that was difficult. She heard another
kind of aircraft approaching, one more like the first one they
used, but on a thousand times the scale. It felt like the blades
were putting a pulsation into the atmosphere of the entire
planet. She got stabbed in the face by a stick.
“Damn, their bringing up a rotor base,” Jason said. “They
certainly think we’re the ones who offed him.”
“That doesn’t say much for our long-term prospects,”
Dorrick said.
“I’m glad I was in that restaurant anonymously,” Jason
said. “The only account they have for our table is Bulf’s, and
I’m sure it’s a proxy.”
“You think you can go home after this?”
“If these Makovs are disposed of properly I might stand a
chance, what about you?”
“The only future I see is to get back to Kassidor,” Dorrick
said, “That’s where my life is now.”
“Tommy’s still there,” he paused, felt his way forward,
“still in Borlunth with that...” Jason didn't want to say what he
wanted to call Detta and trailed off.
Dorrick said, “You might want to consider...”
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“Sorry, amigo, this is my home,” Jason told him.
In truth he seemed to thrive on this didn’t he? TongSu
could tell Dorrick didn’t, Dorrick was grim. She was glad he
wanted to return home with her. But the big-rotored craft was
getting closer as the rocket-planes went by it on another pass.
They toiled up the hill, getting scratched on the brambles. She
was freezing, the temperature was dropping even faster than it
did in the Yakhan with the dark. Darkness had already
become profound while they climbed that ladder, distorting
her sense of time and making the climb seem longer.
The monstrous flying building seemed to stop right over
the vent shaft where they shot the dogs. Like a starburst, it
stabbed the ground with many beams. She wondered how she
would be able to take all this if she hadn’t been with a
Centorin for many years. Of course, if she hadn’t been with a
Centorin, she wouldn’t be here in the first place would she?
She would be in some club down Fifth Canal a ways with
some guy she’d be looking past. “Guys, I need to remind you
I didn’t come dressed for an expedition in the mountain
winter.”
“Yes, thick clothing would help reduce our thermal
signature,” Jason said.
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8. Hunted
Dorrick knew there was going to be a reckoning for what
he was doing. When he made it back to Kassidor, if he made
it back to Kassidor, he would probably have to have this foot
amputated and a new one budded. The salve relieved the pain
to the point where he could function, that and the battledressing kept him out of shock. The hill was getting steeper
as they climbed and he was hoping his damaged tendon
wouldn’t pop.
The growth was getting thinner above them. “We might
be in the open on this ridge,” Dorrick told Jason, “We can’t
risk that.”
Jason stopped. They could all hear the huge blades of the
rotor base that was still hovering over the shaft they had
climbed. It’s lights were probing the hillsides too close to
where they climbed. “We’ll have to go around.”
The probing searchlights from the aerial base swung past
them, Dorrick looked up and said, “we might not have to go
too far, there’s a saddle about a thousand yards that way.”
“Can you go another thousand yards on that ankle?” Jason
asked.
“I’m favoring it,” he said. "But most of the numbness
from the charge has worn off."
“No time to waste,” Jason said, and began moving across
the hillside, “they’ll bring fresh dogs in any minute.” The
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banshees thundered by again as if to emphasize the point.
When one’s life depends on it, one can do things that
would be completely impossible under any other stimulus.
This was one of those times. When he said the salve numbed
him, that was compared to what it was, each step still felt like
a sledge pounding the hamburger at the end of his leg. There
were way too many more steps but the distant shouts
motivated them on.
The saddle in this ridge top took a long time coming, the
shouts sounded closer and the baying of hounds could now be
heard. He was proud of TongSu for how she was holding up,
this must be as alien for her as the night of the theirops was
for him. Until Tommy lit his light when the theirops attacked,
he had never been completely sure he really had to be afraid,
this time he was very sure. Maybe this was so alien to her she
didn't know she should be.
If it was just the government after them, he probably
wouldn’t have run. They were well known enough that they
would get a trial, they wouldn’t have been just disposed of in
a meat plant like a commoner. But House McNulty was under
no such restraint, there was no question in his mind they
would be gunned down like dogs or tortured to find out who
they worked for. McNulty was not one of the major Houses,
but they could certainly bribe their way past a government
investigation into the deaths of four unlanded civilians.
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Heaviest on his mind was getting TongSu involved in this.
There was no way she could have been prepared for this. It
was true she had played some video games and he had told
her about Centorin till she was more than bored, but this
reality is a whole lot more harsh than any story he’d ever told.
It was certainly a lot more trouble than they used to get in on
the south shore, and he hadn’t emphasized that part of his life
to her. They had never had any Big Boys after them before,
they were always too smart for that.
Once over the saddle, they found themselves at the top of
a drop with a view of the valley below. “God damn them,”
Jason said as he looked down the hill.
There was a small patch of bottom land at the bottom of
the ravine here. There were a few small farms and a scattering
of other houses. There might have been a public station
because a lawn was bathed in light and filled with mustering
troops. Even from here they could hear a sergeant bellowing.
“God damn it all to hell,” Dorrick reiterated.
“Is that all for us?” TongSu asked.
“I’m sure it is,” Jason said.
“This really makes a girl feel special,” she said. Dorrick
could see the daggers in her eyes while she smiled so fake at
Jason.
He always worried, what was going to be the thing that
finally does it, that finally makes this woman give up the
weirdo from the stargate and move on to someone new. He
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didn't have to worry any more because he was sure this would
be it. Of course it was MUCH more likely the three of them
were going to be together for the rest of their lives, another
hour or two. He turned to her and said, “I just want you to
know, whatever happens, that you are the love of my life.”
“You think we’re in deep shit don’t you?” she asked. He
could see the concern on her face, if she hadn't known how
scared she should be, she did now. Her face told him she
knew how he meant it.
“I just want you to know,” he said.
She looked at him, there in the dark with only the stars
and the distant town lights to light them. “I know,” she said,
“and likewise,” she held his gaze awhile, but then she went
back to her everyday voice, “but this is not my idea of a
romantic time and place. Lets get home and get healed first.”
“Yes lets,” he agreed.
“If we move quickly down the flank of this hill and get
across the river, we might make it to the little farm on the far
side.”
“Very funny,” Dorrick said.
“What?” Jason asked.
“That part about crossing the river. If I don’t miss my
guess, that water will be even colder than this air.”
It took two shivering hours to get around the open cliff
and down the side of the hill. During that time they heard the
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troops form up into sections and fan out on the hillside. They
were going to have to cross their line before two more hours
passed. Dorrick’s ankle was throbbing and refusing to work
right, as if the tendon had given way. If he had boots they
would have given him some support, but these sidewalk
loafers were hopeless out here.
They moved on down the hill. The search line was too
tightly spaced for them to slip between, even in the dark, they
would all have night-vision. There was nothing for them to do
but fight their way thru and make a break for it. A suicidal
plan, but their desperate situation left them no choice.
Jason stopped at a huge pine standing near a small
precipice. “I think we can hand you up there old buddy,” he
said, “the foliage might be thick enough to hide us.”
“We’re sitting ducks if it isn’t.”
“I’m open to any better plan.”
There weren’t any.
His muscles were still in agony from the ladder up the
ventilation shaft, this was even worse. TongSu went up the
next tree, saying “I’m far too cold to have any thermal
signature, I don’t care how much energy your technology
uses.”
It was a long wait in the freezing darkness. All the time he
tried to figure out how he kept getting into these situations.
Some of the things they’d gotten into on Kassidor he could
excuse, after all, he had no idea what to expect. Why wasn’t
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he able to see this coming? He knew Bulf could have never
amassed the money for two round-trip tickets thru the
stargate. He knew trouble followed Bulf like dogs followed
the garbage bot.
Well Bulf had paid a higher price than Dorrick had, so far.
He’s got an ankle shot up and he’s freezing in the top of a
pine tree. Dorrick wondered what would become of Bulf’s
woman. He hoped Vio would take her in. She would probably
become the second in Jason’s harem if Jason made it thru this.
She was presentable enough that Jason would probably accept
her.
Dorrick remembered when he and Bulf had been kids
plinking rats down in the abandoned steel mill. They
stumbled into the drug camp of some beastie boys and a firefight erupted. It was just a couple pre-teens with little varmint
rifles. The back side of the South Navorken shore was
nowhere near as built up as today and most peasants were
glad to have the older kids help out with the rodent problem.
He and Bulf had covered each other’s retreat, his heart had
beat harder than it ever had before or since, on that day.
That was his first action with anyone at his side. Jason
hadn’t come till much later. When Dorrick was young the
idea of a stargate was fantasy. He was as old as Jason is now
when the first gateship was launched. Even then he never
thought he’d go thru one. Now he wished he’d stayed.
After he thought he’d died of frostbite, he heard voices.
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He couldn’t tell what they were saying. He could tell some of
them were electronic. As more time went by, he heard them
more clearly, and began to hear the sound of feet.
“Grid niner one four, encountered ledge, falling out of
line,” he heard an electronic voice say.
“Acknowledge niner one four. Niner one three waiting,
come in.”
Other electronic voices acknowledged. Time went by and
the tree swayed. He had to take a piss, they were almost close
enough to hear it if he whipped it out here. His hands were so
cold he probably couldn’t get the zipper open anyway. He
hoped TongSu would be all right. She always dressed warmly
for the dark.
“Back on station,” an electronic voice nearby said.
“Acknowledge niner one four, acknowledge and pass on.”
There were more electronic voices acknowledging, there
were footsteps again. A soldier passed right between the trees
they were in. He kept the McAllister trained on him the whole
time, shivering with cold, but sweating so bad he worried the
smell would give them away. Just beyond their tree that
trooper stopped to take a piss. Dorrick’s bladder whined in
sympathy. He took forever and then he jogged to catch up.
They waited a long time while that search line moved into the
distance, continued to wait until they couldn’t hear them at
all.
“We don’t want to wait till they’re called off duty,”
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Dorrick said.
“Lets keep it quiet anyway,” Jason whispered.
“I don’t know if I can move,” TongSu said. “My hands
are frozen solid.” He heard her move. “Ow, that’s going to
hurt even worse when I’m not numb from the cold.”
They were soon down the hill, but had to stay well away
from the command center that was already set up at the public
station. There was some open ground to cross and while they
were in it, they would be visible to the rotor base that was still
hovering over the hill where they came out. This village was
old. A few small farmers hanging on to land their families
must have owned for centuries. Few were out at the time, but
the flicker of vid screens could be seen in the homes with
windows.
“We don’t dare try anything on this side of that river,”
Jason said. “If things get ugly we’re too close to the troops.
Once we’re on the far side they won’t be able to hear us.”
“You don’t think anyone there will have a pocket-eye?”
TongSu asked him.
He looked mystified. “A comm,” Dorrick said. “Doubtful,
it looks like these people are lucky if they have a pot to piss
in.”
“A lot of them have no use for the government either,”
Jason added. “We better go around this way,” he said. “Keep
to the trees until we get beyond this field.”
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A dog barked nearby. It was in the hulk of a rusted old
farm tractor. They heard a voice in it yell, “Shut the fuck up
laddie.” There was a yelp from the dog. “Tain’t but them
bleeding troopers.”
That meant someone was living in the damn thing. He had
been away too long, the fate of the poor must have only
gotten worse. Or maybe he was too used to a world where the
poor weren’t made to suffer for it as much as they were here.
Had be idealized his home in his memories? But then, he had
been better off than most hadn’t he? Was that only because he
was able to sell the ancestral land?
They were more cautious after that, moving slowly and
silently along the edge of the field. Jason lead, with Dorrick
and TongSu coming along behind. His foot was now useless
and he had to lean on TongSu the whole time. “At least this
effort is helping me stay warm,” she whispered.
At the end of the field was an old industrial shed. It had
probably housed a pumping station in the days of the flume
and hydro power. An old mesh fence surrounded it. There
were no lights and no signs of activity. It was right on the
banks of the river, and in the dim ring-light they could see
what looked like an old pipe spanning the water.
“We better try crossing on that,” Jason said. “It’s too cold
to be in that water if we don’t have to be.”
The fence was too raged and rusty to climb, it would have
given way with a terrible squeal and brought attention. The
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ground was cold and wet but they crawled under anyway. He
got almost as wet as he would have in the river. As he was
moving from the fence, a searchlight beam from the firebase
probed the area. He scrambled to the shed and they all
pressed themselves against it. The beam lingered awhile and
then moved on. A few seconds later a pair of banshee’s
screamed by and they ducked to the far side of the shed.
“I don’t like this,” Jason said.
“YOU don’t like this,” TongSu screamed in a whisper,
then turned to Dorrick. “Remind me again why we wanted to
come here?”
He could say nothing.
“We better get across,” Jason said. “If they spotted us
we’re going to have company.”
The pipe was on a truss. Both the pipe and the truss were
rusted to ruin and Dorrick hated to trust it’s structural
integrity over the jagged rocks and rushing water far below.
Jason scrambled over, TongSu helped him to it but could not
carry him. He had to crawl, and was the last across. He was
still in the open when they heard the banshee’s coming back
for another run. He tried to increase his pace.
“Better get out of there buddy,” Jason yelled, “Your IR is
showing.”
TongSu ran back for him, but he still had twenty feet to
go. The rust was shredding his hands and knees. She started
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out on the truss after him. Gattling fire erupted from the sky
and then the concussion of a heavy explosion rocked them.
Shrapnel stung and the pipe started to groan as the rockets
screamed by again. It was probably about sixty feet down to
the river.
“Get back,” he yelled to TongSu as a truss member
shattered right in front of her face.
With another groan the pipe swung down farther, hanging
and swaying in the chasm. He was nearly thrown from it. He
noticed that the rotor base was in motion and headed their
way. He held on and began to climb again, it was now about
twenty feet straight up to the bank.
TongSu had started down after him. “No,” he said, “You
can’t help me.”
Jason had run to her and started to pull her back. She
fought him off, sending him sprawling. Already he felt the
pipe heating, that rotor base must have a truly massive
inductor aboard. He climbed faster, heedless of his skin and
injuries. He made ten more feet before the heat was
unbearable. He was glad that modern weapons were protected
from the eddy currents and he jumped from the pipe as best
be could, barely snagging some vines on the rim of the
ravine. The pounding of the base’s rotors was getting louder.
TongSu and Jason had come to the rim where he was
hanging. He was too done-in to climb, any more and he was
going to lose consciousness. “Save yourselves,” he said,
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knowing he was going to drop.
“And you,” she said and they began hauling the vines up.
As they did a spotlight pinned them, the rotor base was
twice as close now and coming down for them. He could hear
the banshees making a high-gee turn. Bullets were already
raining on them as they hauled him over the rim.
TongSu didn’t wait but hoisted him right to her shoulder
and ran with him into the cover of some overhanging rocks.
The base was descending within a hundred feet of the ground,
trees snapped and popped against it’s lower hull. The
banshees strafed them, peppering them with rock chips.
“I don’t like this,” Jason said. “We might have roused too
big a dog this time old buddy.”
“In my pack,” Dorrick gasped, “I grabbed a couple pulse
grenades in case we needed them at the precinct house. If we
catch them with their shields down that might back them off.
“Even as low as they are I couldn’t get them close
enough.”
“I used to spear hunt when I lived in the plots,” TongSu
said, “Let me give it a try.”
Jason had them out by now. Dorrick could only lie and
gasp. He handed them to TongSu, showed her how to arm and
hold it. “They’re still descending, give them a few more
seconds,” he said while he grounded all the weapons.
The wind was whipping the trees enough to break
branches. The cabin lights of all three floors of the base were
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visible. Men with small arms were visible at the deck rails,
they could hear orders being barked. Rappelling lines were
thrown over.
“Better do it now,” Jason said.
TongSu jumped into the open and heaved the grenade in
one motion. A couple blaster bolts sought her. She dove back
behind the rocks and the grenade sailed high in the air, almost
reaching the lower deck. It went off with that almost comical
Biuwww sound, a flash of light and the visible shock wave
they are known for. The ungrounded blasters in the troops’
hands fried, burning their hands as they threw them over the
side. All the lights on the base flashed and the rotors missed a
beat. Klaxons blared above shouted orders and men screamed
in the reactor room as the huge craft fought to stay aloft.
“Wow,” TongSu said, “those things are strong.”
“That should make them think,” Jason said.
“I think those troops will be coming this way,” Dorrick
said.
“We better get out of here,” Jason agreed, and he and
TongSu lifted him and half-carried, half-dragged him thru the
brush and rocks away from the stream bed. More trees
groaned against the hull of the foundering machine. It’s rotors
filled the air with a spray of needles and twigs.
They arrived at last in the yard of an isolated peasant
farmhouse with less than a hundred acres under the plow. By
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Kassidorian standards a major agribusiness but on Centorin a
tiny, primitive place with only a few small and rusted robocrawlers, plain-hose manual-valved drip lines for irrigation
and a creaking old bug-vac that was probably more trouble
than it was worth. The crops were well tended but the yard
around the house and equipment was overrun with thick weed
and morning glory.
In the middle was a cottage made from an old galvanized
iron cargo box. The top was planked up with plastisheet to
make a little attic and let the water run off. The torch-cut
doors and windows were filed enough to be safe, but the
serial numbers and advertising had not completely flaked off.
The home’s mechanical components had been grouped into a
big plastic storage shed that was strapped to the side with
some crate straps and tack-weld. A couple of the straps had
rusted thru, but the piping and duct work still held it in place.
“I doubt they have a station,” Jason said.
Dorrick snorted. “I’d bet no one in this settlement has one
and the only public station in the valley is the one the
commander of this search team is sitting next to.” The lights
of the military vehicles in this village center were visible even
from this most distant home in the settlement. The rotor base
had thundered into the distance after righting itself but the
McNulty Maces were now all over the sky, forcing them to
stay in culverts and along fence lines.
“There’s a work-cart over here,” Jason said, “I think I can
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get it going.” He crawled in that direction.
“You rest,” TongSu told Dorrick.
He had to, the salve had worn off and the pain was
starting to become crippling again. He was going to need
more, or maybe they should burn his foot off here and now?
Jason reached the cart and opening the cowl sent a rusty
shriek into the night.
Almost immediately the door opened and a wiry man
looked out. He looked old enough to make it obvious he
couldn’t afford youth of any brand, but not too old to handle
the well-maintained projectile gun he was holding “What you
want with our rounds-cart?” he asked with a hiss.
“We’ve had an accident, my friend has twisted his ankle
badly.”
“How? Where?” the farmer asked.
“Up on the tracks,” Jason explained. “We’re from
IxWoods doing survey, we were riding a four-man paw back
down toward Stewartsburg at the end of our day and hit a
wash-out. Dorrick was driving so he was the last to jump.”
"Not in those clothes, you weren't," he said with more
suspicion.
“Is there a tube station in this settlement?” Jason stood up
with his hands raised.
“Not right here,” he said, keeping the gun on Jason. “The
troops got our public and the next one’s back thru the tunnel.”
“The tunnel’s caved in,” Jason said.
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The farmer’s wife had come to the door, “The next one
down river’s in Hyman Recuff,” she said, “eighteen miles.
When’d that tunnel cave in?”
“It might have been just now, we got detained for a couple
hours by a search line,” Jason said. “They made us unpack
everything and go thru it all. I wonder what’s going on?”
“Some senator was shot and the fugitives came this way,”
the man said, in a tone of voice that said he knew they knew
all about it.
“We heard there was a firefight up on that mountain
before the censorship was activated,” the woman said. His
wife stepped out in front of him. “I say if some senator got
shot in serves him right.”
“Agnes, you can disappear for that.”
“If you turn me in,” she said, looking him straight in the
eye. “I say let them have the rounds cart.”
“We’ll be accessories,” he said.
“Not if they steal it, we won’t notice till morning, that’ll
give you three hours, now git,” she said, and began coaxing
her husband back into the house.
“Take this,” Jason offered a smart coin.
“We’d never have anything like that,” she said, tossing it
back, “having that on us when they get here would get us
killed.”
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9. Battle Mansion
Though Jason had taken the controls of this land vehicle,
she really wanted to. Hurtling over the ground in this was a
lot like flying, but low, a lot like riding a bolting keda, and a
lot like riding a needleboat flat out thru a tiny canal, except
this was on land.
She sat beside Jason on the front bench. Dorrick sat
behind in the cargo box, cradling his injured foot and
watching behind them with the big nasty blaster he had taken
with them from Bulf’s weapons store. She was left with the
other blaster, and she really didn’t want it. There was a time
when she thought it would be fun to have one, but that was
for use against theirops and dactyls. Now she knew they
would do nothing to such a beast but make it very mad, so she
wasn’t as interested any more. She was especially loath to try
and overcome the Instinct and use it on a fellow human, even
if it is possible here.
“You should let me drive this thing while you do the
shooting,” she said to Jason.
“This isn’t like the aircraft, there’s no automation at all,
you are the raw control.”
“I see what you’re doing. This two-hand turns the wheels
for direction, your right foot controls the faster power and
your left foot controls the slower power.”
“Yeah, you can see that, but you’ve never done it before.”
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“I can see that it’s easy, and you know how to shoot one
of these things better than I do.”
“You were good with that crossbow.”
“The crossbow has elevation and windage, blasters don’t,
I’ve seen that already. I’m not used to that.”
“These manual control vehicles have torque steer and
wheel kick.”
“Exactly what was missing in the aircraft,” she said.
“There was no way to use any force in them, it was all
position only, the only thing I was working against was the
inertia of my own limbs.”
“This cart is not like that, it is your own strength that
steers in this thing.”
“You know I’m capable of that.”
“Do you know the way?”
“Do you?” She asked. “You barely know the names of the
villages we’re going through, you can’t convince me you
know all these little garden paths. I grant you they are much
more rectangular than what I am familiar with, even in
Bordzvek, but the actual details of them are unfamiliar to you,
and we both know most of the corners are going to be ninety
degrees here on Centorin.”
Jason finally brought the cart to a stop and got out. “Move
over then,” and took the tingly weapon from her hands. She
was very glad to give it up, very glad to get the controls of
this machine in her hands, and feet.
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She experimented with how much foot gave how much
forward power for a few seconds. She tried out the retard
foot. There was another forward/backward control that Jason
had to show her to back up. The left foot slowed you down,
the right foot sped you up and the horns steered.
It was SO much fun. The feeling of power was like flying,
but it was so much more intimate. Like the difference
between sex and love letters. She wanted to do a few barrel
rolls on the abandoned railbed but knew that would scare the
guys so she refrained. This was even more intimate riding
than the tilt-rotor had been. It was fun flying the energy age
machinery on Centorin, she just wished she could have
played with the real machines without the gunplay. But this
motorized wagon on the dirt was even more fun than flying.
She charged thru the next tunnel. There were two guys
guarding the entrance, Dorrick shot the pocket-eye of one of
the guys and Jason shot the other. Jason hit his in the forearm,
Dorrick said, “That should still be good enough to kill his
phone.”
Jason blasted the dropped pocket-eye again just before
they disappeared into the blackness of the tunnel. Then he
reached over and pressed some hieroglyphs that appeared on
the illuminated rectangle in front of her. The cart then emitted
a blast of lantern-light that illuminated the tunnel’s interior
and showed them it was open enough to barrel on thru.
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On the far side they emerged above another little village
on the tube line. There was one obvious public station in the
valley that most of the residents used if they ever used a
tubeway. In that sense there were neighborhoods like this in
the Yakahn. There were a few mansions on the hills
surrounding the valley, built in the Centorin naked steel, glass
and titanium style, very unlike the Yakhan, where there are
only thirty seven private tubeway stations, not counting the
seven public stations on the Kassikan’s grounds.
There were harsh lights in that village center where the
tubeway station would be. The tubeways in the Centorin city
of Kex were almost always underground or in the cores of
giant buildings. This was an outer station on the edge of Kex,
she figured, like the last few public stations downstream of
Sistril in the Yakhan. There were bright lights in the village
center, but all the lights on Centorin looked bright to her. She
figured, since light was a form of energy, and Centorin was
having an energy age, that was to be expected.
But Jason had a problem with it. “I don’t like the looks of
it,” he told her, pointing at the lights a few blocks away, “stay
on the trail and keep the lights low. There’s too many lights
for a place like that on a night like this.”
They could see the dark of another tunnel soon after that.
The night sky is pretty bright on Centorin. There is a glowing
arch all across the sky at all times, not as ghostly as the Milky
Way. The arch has a black band on it that crosses the sky like
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Narrulla, the dark section is now in the west.
After that tunnel was a long lonely valley, a piece of the
planet Centorin with almost no human habitation. Of course it
was possible that there COULD be a human residence on
Centorin that was not emitting hundreds of candlepower of
light, but she had seen no evidence of one so far.
There were row crops in abundance. The rail bed was
covered in fallen logs for a distance with a path worn around
them that she had to slow down to follow. It ran along the
side of the valley wall, lit by the silver light of what Dorrick
called the ring. Around the bend in this valley they
encountered a village, not lit as brightly as the last, with some
large estates surrounding it.
The first large home they looked at was more like the one
she bought in Bordzvek, but all above ground. It was all on
one floor, with several wings. The ceiling was tall and sloped
like the house in Bordzvek, but was all built with metal and
concrete and decorated with plank and plaster. The main
rooms in the center of the house were taller, and raised behind
wide steps that ran their whole length. There were some very
formalized plantings around it, and patios between many of
the wings.
“They’ll have a station,” Jason said, “we needn’t worry
about that.
“Any idea what House this is?” Dorrick asked.
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Jason poked his pocket eye awhile, then said, “It’s listed
to Byram Hornsuckle, head of household. I can’t get a line of
business but I’d guess it’s organic table vegetables. He’s got
seventeen hundred acres and fifty one hands. That’s all I can
get on him.”
“That village must be his hands plus a few secondary
services,” Dorrick said. “This valley is his fiefdom.”
“There are seven more Households in this valley,” Jason
read, totaling another six thousand acres. The residency
permits issued in this village for the public station are six
hundred forty one.”
“So we have seven more potential targets.”
“We have to get them to let us use their tube station?”
TongSu asked.
“We have to get to an unguarded tube station,” Jason said.
“Couldn’t we just ask?” TongSu said, “Wrap up the guns
in the duffle and claim we got lost in the woods.”
“No doubt this is on all the news feeds already,” Jason
said. “The fact that the senator has been shot will be out.
Even a small clan like this will have very suspicious security.
This looks like there would be four on duty at all times, so at
least eight, probably twelve on the security staff altogether.
They will have a perimeter of lawn cameras and probably a
sonic deterrent, maybe even a heat ray. The troops will
probably have something standard, Mousman XL’s or some
Makovs like these,” indicating the pack he still had with him.
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“We can’t storm it,” Dorrick said, “not with what we’ve
got, even if we had Bulf with us.”
“We might be better off with TongSu,” he said, “with
what I have in mind.”
She didn’t know if it was possible to be this brazen, but
she was going to try. The cart path that lead to the house from
the village was the logical direction to approach from, as if on
legitimate business. The guys rolled off the cart well before
the house but well after the perimeter surveillance gear.
TongSu didn’t know whether to be complimented or insulted
by the fact that the attire she’d warn to dinner was good
enough to let her pass for a professional sex entertainer. She
was glad to think she could be that good, but knew she
wouldn’t get to try. The fact that she was getting into the
home under false pretenses, and could be shot for it, made
this ruse a lot more scary. It was a good thing she could use
the cold as the excuse for her shivering.
She hoped Dorrick and Jason had made it to cover near
the gates. They had told her about so many detection devices
they would have that she didn’t see how it would be possible.
Worrying about that made doing this even harder. It could
well turn out that she was completely on her own.
The house was a long sprawling affair, well integrated
with the big-boned countryside. The front porch was much
longer and the roof higher than they thought. She could see
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dormers for a third floor now that she was close. From a
distance the roof had looked like it was low enough for her to
reach, but it was twelve feet from the top step. The steps rose
almost a whole story from the ground, the planter at the end
was tall enough to have a door in it.
The man who stepped out of that door was the size and
shape of a robot. Nearly cylindrical, close to seven feet in
height, three feet in width at the shoulder. She felt very small
at this point. “Is Byram home?” she asked. The temperature
made sure her nipples would be hard, he had noticed.
“He sent for no one ma’am,” he said tonelessly,
“especially in the wee hours. Especially one who looks like
she's been dumped from a moving vehicle. I’m going to have
to frisk you for weapons unless you claim sexual immunity. If
you do, I will detain you until I call a female member of the
staff to pat you down.”
“I’m weapon free unless you call a camping knife a
weapon.”
“Hand it over hilt first and I may report no charge.”
She did as told, this wasn’t going the way she wanted it
to. She got a chance for some pretty good erogenous contact
while he patted her down. She smiled and let him know she
wanted that contact, which surprised him enough that he
stumbled backward. Dorrick caught him and smashed his face
with his fist as hard as he could. The soldier went down like a
butchered animal. TongSu almost retched. Until now she had
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never suspected that Dorrick could actually do that and she
suddenly found it very distressing.
Dorrick quickly grabbed this sentry’s gear while Jason
shot thru the security door into the base of the mansion’s front
steps. They shoved him in his own closet and padlocked the
door on him. They had no idea where the key was, hoped he
had the only one on his person.
“The tube station will be at the far end of the entry hall
from the door above us. The House’s whole security
apparatus is likely to be housed under the front steps and
entry hall.” Jason then motioned for silence, went forward
cautiously.
They heard voices. They moved forward toward a closed
door, where the voices were coming from. “...alert’s been
expanded to our valley,” was one part she caught of what a
deep voice said, “a senator’s been shot,” was another thing
she understood. They heard paper rustle, “McNulty. We’ve
done business for them, so keep your eyes open. Get on about
your duties, I’ll pass this on to Brist.”
With that the door was yanked open and the person
speaking strode purposefully into the hall where they hid, but
was still looking back. He stopped and stepped back into the
room, “go on,” he said to the others, then backed thru the
door. As soon as he turned around, Jason and TongSu had
him. This was the event she knew was coming, the one she
was worried about, using force on another human. But then
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she realized that it wasn’t something she had never done
before. She was on a wrestling league, she used force on her
opponents in every match. How did that work? It was because
they meant no harm or injury, only athletic competition,
wasn’t that it? She pinned this man’s arms, his strength was
little compared to her own, and she really didn’t mean to
harm him did she? Just immobilize him in a back-lock. But
there was a meanness in her now that she couldn’t have
gotten away with in the wrestling circle, and never would
have wanted to. Her wrestling mates were her best friends
and if her match was with a guy she almost always wound up
doing him. Had something of what she’d seen Dorrick do
rubbed off on her? Maybe. She knew traits could migrate
between long term partners and Dorrick was the longest she’d
had since leaving the farm she was born on. She wondered if
it could be a Centorin disease that was catching like the
Instinct was on Kassidor. Either way she was afraid this
would affect her even after they got home.
“We’ll take him,” Jason said, “We may need him.”
They went up a step and went into a ward room. It was
empty at the time. This took up about a third of the space
under the front steps of the mansion. In one end there was a
door, but most of the space was partitioned into what
Centorins called cubicles. Sitting in one most of the day was
how most of them contributed to their society. It sounded like
most of them were empty.
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She had no idea how many of the people in these cubicles
were likely to fire on them. By now she wondered if there
were any unarmed Centorins. “Messages are sending,” Jason
said, and forged on down the aisle. They herded this guy in
front of them, blasters drawn, just like on Centorin video
programs. She had never really believed those programs were
real. It reminded her of the time they did this in Bordzvek
only this time the blasters were real. She knew that if she
could really believe it, she would be terrified, but the whole
situation wouldn’t become any more real to her than a video
drama.
Jason pushed the guy in front of them and charged down
the aisle. There were elevators at the end. No doubt they
would open onto the main entry floor. She wondered if this
was a big enough house to have rows of decorated dandies
standing at attention along the front promenade. She thought
not, on the vids, that only happened in homes where the main
hall was bigger than this whole mansion. As usual, she was
bringing up the rear as well as trying to keep some weight off
Dorrick’s bad ankle. His foot was on at a crazy angle now, it
would be a miracle if he didn’t need regeneration.
They were half way down that aisle. “We have to take the
stairways,” Jason said, “We’d be sitting ducks in the...” when
the stairway doors burst open on both sides and bolts began
snapping from at least four blasters at once. She dove and
fired at the same time, the air sizzled with arcs and the smell
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of ozone was gagging. They dove into the cubicles and
knocked some of them over. TongSu quickly got behind the
wreckage. Suddenly a body humped up into the middle of it
all. There was a big intake of breath from the guys who had
burst thru the door. It was their boss with an arm holding him
up as a shield. Jason climbed up behind him. Dorrick hopped
after him and TongSu followed them all.
This was another situation she had seen in the Centorin
media, the 'armed stand-off with hostage.' If one finger
twitches at this point, five or six people would die. She could
be one of them. What had begun in the boney hills west of
Chardovia fourteen centuries ago could all cease, here and
now, if someone sneezed.
The house’s forces pulled back within the stairways.
Jason picked the stairway to the left because the guys who
manned that one looked smarter and were less likely to do
something really stupid. Everyone held their breath, intercom
calls went unanswered. Seven blasters remained pointed at
short range. They moved into the stairway, one of them
preceded them, warning the people on the floor above about
what was coming. The other three watched them go up the
stairs, crowding them and hoping for a shot that wouldn’t
endanger their boss.
In the stairway, many faces ducked out of sight when she
glanced up. She couldn’t look at them, she had to cover their
retreat. She cracked off a couple blasts when she saw the
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doors start to move. It didn’t really test the instinct because
she knew she wouldn’t hit anyone but that should keep them
back till they reached the floor above. They emerged in a
short utility corridor, met by more troops.
“Careful,” their boss said, “We don’t want anyone hurt.”
“Very sound advice,” Jason said and moved forward. He
now had his blaster trained on them, the versapistol at the
boss’s back. They moved toward the door right beside them
that opened toward the front of the house, pushing these two
guards back into the room.
She didn’t have much time to look at the room. It was
bright with brushed metal and blue-white lights. There was
lavish chrome trim, many brilliant moving pictures,
illuminated glass shelves with museum pieces on them, one
of them a drinking stein that was almost certainly from the
Zhlindu basin, a potent piece of party equipment looking
painfully out of place in a stark and sterile room like this. The
last few people who had been on this floor were just
disappearing into the corridors.
The tube portal was between columns and counters at this
corner of the room on the other wall. It was only a short dash
to get there. The two guards who had met them were still
standing in front of them with blasters raised, twitching with
nerves and breaking out in sweat. TongSu didn’t think she’d
be able to sweat again after the cold of this dark, but
somehow she managed. Jason pushed forward toward the
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tube portal.
Six more guards and another man appeared on the
balcony behind them. The other man was festooned with
devices and some of them were actually embedded in his
body and face.
“Hold them there!” the guy with the devices barked.
The two who faced them stopped backing away. TongSu
let loose a couple more blasts toward the stairway to give
them a couple seconds from that side, and then reached
around Jason and trained on the guy on the side toward the
tube station. That made him divide his attention. Then she
grabbed Dorrick and they all jumped for the tube portal,
keeping their hostage between them and the others.
“Daniel, I thank you for all your long and faithful
service,” the guy with the devices said, and then said, “cut
them down,” to the remaining troops.
Jason shoved their captive as far as he could as the
fusillade began. Dorrick hit the lights first and they backed
into the vestibule of the tube. There were so many rays and
bolts in the air that the room was still pretty well lit. She was
firing toward where the rays seemed to be coming from,
unable to get up and actually take a look at what was
happening. Unable to actually take aim on a human being,
Instinct or no.
While TongSu hid behind the tough steel counter, she
happened to be looking at the tube portal when it opened. It
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was another trooper who stepped out, her blaster fired before
she even thought about it. Another trooper and more blasts
came from the car. Her blaster kept firing, her teeth were hurt
and she might have been making a noise like an animal that
was being eaten by something. She felt like some kind of
animal, devoid of all human culture and judgment and
wisdom, pushed back to savagery by the savagery around her.
Jason fired the pistol into the tube car, barely looking, still
firing the other blaster toward the balcony. She heard
someone running to the balcony on the other side of this
room, from there, this was a slaughter pen.
It was Dorrick that was first to jump into the sumptuous
private car that was there. It was a dark royal blue velvet with
simulated gas lamps. Using a wrestling move capable of
throwing opponents into the crowd, TongSu yanked the
wounded soldier out and tossed him on top of the others. She
noticed that her eyes were blurry and wet. She was afraid at
least one of the two who had come from the car was dead,
and at least one of the bolts had been from the soldiers of this
house.
Jason backed to the portal, again firing both weapons
around the rim of the vestibule. He turned a dial on the pistol
and it tossed an egg up into the room. He then sprang
backwards into the car and slammed the hatch. They heard
the buzz of sparks dissipating against it. He madly stabbed
the buttons to send them on their way.
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“There, we should be there in twenty minutes,” Jason
said.
“Are we that far out of town already?” Dorrick asked. He
switched to common tongue, seemingly more comfortable in
that, though she could tell he was getting more used to
Centorin again as time went on. “We should be right over the
Altaic trunk and only five minutes from the interstellar ring.”
“We’re not going there,” Jason said, also in common
tongue to include her in the conversation. “we’re headed for
the lowlands.”
“Are you out of your mind?” Dorrick shouted. “We
finally fought our way to a tube station and you send us down
to the Altaic lowlands and not thru to Kassidor? We could
have been out of all this!”
“We still have these Makovs to dispose of, we still have
the threat of a bigger house than McNulty hanging over us,
and Kassidor is exactly where they expect us to go. We would
be diverted into a wall if we tried it. Whoever Bulf was into,
we can’t escape them, even on Kassidor.”
“Remember where we went,” Dorrick asked, “Do you
think they would follow us there?” Over two years from the
Yakhan.
“Those museum robbers from Earth found us all the way
over there," Jason said. "There are many Houses with more
resources than most of the nations of central Asia.”
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“They didn’t find us, they found the professor,” Dorrick
said. Jason was reluctant to face his bride’s past, a past that
went back to the time of Imperial Rome. “We should just put
these Makovs under the seat cushions and let them go back
into the tube system.”
“They would turn up. Bulf said his orders were strict that
they don’t turn up,” Jason said. “To me that means the Altaic,
pieces scattered widely. To whit Bulf has already booked us
under assumed names onto a cruise ship that plies the
suncoast where the water is deepest. He’s got us a private
suite with a sundeck. I am the Peltor, you are my aides. My
weapons officer didn't make it. She didn’t understand at all
when they both broke up laughing over that.
They told her that Mr. Peltor was their second term
teacher when they were growing up. Both Dorrick and Jason
had him, eighty two years apart. It had been a rough country
mill town when Dorrick was a boy, a blighted older city
neighborhood for Jason. They would remember the name, but
it literally meant ‘ass people’ in Kassidorian and her first
guess was they were laughing because they were embarrassed
about that part of the anatomy and the fact that some guys
admire it.
“I guess you have to care because you intend to remain on
Centorin,” Dorrick said to Jason. “I should have taken that
into consideration, but I still don’t see how they’re going to
know?”
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“They’ll know. Right now we’ve only pissed off the
planetary government and a so-so house. Bulf could never tell
me who, but he said it was no ho-hum outfit like the one
we’re dealing with so far. We’re using their weapons so of
course they have nanotracers with a noise-spectrum link on
them, and on us, and have senior intelligence officers
watching our progress on their wall-screens right now.”
“I see your point,” Dorrick said.
“They do?” TongSu asked.
“He’s right, they probably do,” Dorrick said. “But even if
this gear had the cheap bugs that talk over commercial traffic,
we wouldn’t know it, and they’d still project what it sees, as
well as it’s position, on their wall screens.”
“But can they speak common tongue?”
“If they can’t, they have translation software that will
only be one sentence behind.
“Damn,” TongSu said. “What would have happened if we
went thru the stargate and let the Kassikan confiscate the
weapons?”
“It might provoke that House to attack the Kassikan.”
“I’m sure the Kassikan would ship them back to them in
the next tube car,” TongSu said.
“Who would they ship them to?” Jason asked.
“House McNulty’s front station probably,” Dorrick said,
“Since they are the ones chasing us.”
“Oh My God,” Jason said, “what a web that would weave.
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Even house McNulty has the means to trace the origin of
those weapons if they were delivered to their front door like
that.”
“Then what?” Dorrick asked. “Once you trace your
trouble to a house too big for the law, what can you do about
it?”
“Get nasty,” Jason said.

132

10. The Clinic in Tourist Trouble
The Altaic coast wasn’t what had been a century ago.
Then it was one of the swankiest resort areas in all of human
space. Now it was strictly consumer level, at least the area
they saw as the tube car door opened.
Jason peeked out of the car, looking all around the station
and holding them back with his hand. Dorrick wasn’t sure he
could move anyway. The salve had completely worn off and
the pain was his whole world.
“I’ve got to stash these weapons,” Jason said, “We’ll just
keep our own. There’s a clinic down that way,” he told
TongSu. Jason must know what shape he was in. This was
worse than when they got holed up by that firebase on their
second mission to Earth. “There are some benches near it,
wait for me there. Don’t go in till I get back. And here, take
the pistol, your tits are big enough to hide it.” Dorrick was
now nothing but part of the dead and wounded on this
mission now.
“I don’t want that,” she said.
“Honey, you better take it,” Dorrick said. “There’s some
very angry people after us. You wouldn’t want to be in
theirops country unarmed would you?” That made her
understand. She made a disgusted face, but shoved it down
her cleavage. Jason carried his SciBlast openly, but there were
so few out in the wee hours of the night and most of them
133

were too drunk to care. As Dorrick struggled out of the car,
Jason jogged off toward the neon-lit waterfront, his boots
echoing above the hum of the lamps. He wished they were
back together, but under different circumstances. Jason hadn’t
adapted well to Kassidor, but he did have a Kassidorian first
wife. He knew Vio looked up to him, but the ancient
professor from Borlunth had shown her share of spunk and
savvy when confronted with technological weaponry.
Dorrick couldn’t put the foot on the ground any more. It
was twisted and stank of blood and humus. He hobbled down
the street with TongSu’s help. They drew a long stare from
garbage men who were out already. They slowed their carrier,
but it didn’t look like they called in. They could see he was on
the way to the clinic, and there would be all kinds of code
violations if they were to transport him there in a waste
carrier.
He could see the bench Jason talked about. There was a
gang of pre-teens on it being loud and rowdy after four in the
morning. They had lost an hour going East in that tube. They
didn’t quiet down as they approached.
“Wow man, you’ve been blasted bad, what happened?”
“The dude was drunk, lost control of himself.”
“He shot you, why?” one of them asked.
“Over this hot bitch of course,” another one said, eyeing
up TongSu.
“She didn’t even know about it till I crawled back to our
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hotel room. Then she helped me down here. This happens to
be my wife, TongSu O’She and I’d thank you to let me have a
place on that bench.”
“You need to go in the clinic,” one said.
“No sense resting here,” another said.
“Are all the punks on this planet this rude?” TongSu
asked in Kassidorian.
“She Hindu?” one asked.
“More likely Arab,” another said.
“If not nigger,” a third said, the same one who figured she
was the reason he got shot.
“I’ll take your spot on the bench,” he said and lifted him
off by the back of the shirt. The punk was small and Dorrick
could do that with one hand while standing on one leg.
The three of them flicked switchblades, obviously
practiced at it. “I’d set that pistol on needle spray,” Dorrick
told TongSu. Holding the back of the bench with one hand, he
grabbed the kid’s wrist before he had time to move. With a
savage twist the knife was his. TongSu didn’t reach for the
pistol, instead she leaped over the bench and while still in the
air above them, knocked their two heads together. They both
dropped their knives. TongSu thru them both at once toward
the back wall where they stuck fast in the cinder-blocks. She
knew enough Centish to say, “Go run home crying to your
mama’s, and stop messing with adults.”
Dorrick sank onto the bench, ashamed of what the streets
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of his world had become. But what did he mean ‘had
become’. He and Bulf had been part of this. Tough kids on
tough streets along the south Navorken waterfront back in the
37th century. They had each taken a life before they finished
high school. They worked as hired muscle to small-time
scavengers and trash men in the rough stockyards of that
time.
Kassidor had really changed him. Yeah the Instinct was
artificial, but it almost never came into play. People hardly
even yelled at each other. There was so much less competition
and anger. He was not prepared for this trip back to his birth
world. He had become a different person during the ten years
he spent on Kassidor. Earth was an older, burnt-out, used-up
version of Centorin with a lot more peasants. Not as many as
Kassidor, but many more than Centorin or even Naiho.
“Are people this mean because they can be?” TongSu
asked, “Or do they have to be trained?”
“You’ve seen the videos,” Dorrick said, “and played the
games, that’s where they get their training.”
“The part I liked about the games was flying fast, I never
would shoot.”
Dorrick remembered that. She used to frustrate Jason
because she could win at ‘AirWar’ by getting him to crash
chasing her. Their conversation lapsed and he was left alone
with the pain. The pain in his ankle was bad enough, it should
have blocked out everything, but somehow it didn’t. The day
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of his and Bulf’s first fire fight came back to him again. Then
there was the day they first went on duty with House
Betyamin, the first time he ever drew pay for looking tough
and carrying a dangerous weapon. He remembered Bulf
standing proudly in the sunlight holding that AutoFleche .011,
guarding crews cutting the steel out of derelict motor-car
plants.
They never fired a single shot that first day. The little
knife-punks wouldn’t walk their side of the street and the
only people they ever exchanged fire with that whole summer
were some clumsy city cops. Every once in awhile the city
government went on a campaign to ‘crack down on
scavengers’ in those days, but there was just too much
wasteland once the common people could no longer afford
motor cars.
Now they were pawns in big time intrigue in a different
age altogether. McNulty was a small time senator himself, but
was a leader of the Containmentists, a group who opposed the
interstellar tubes and the expansion of human society. They
were driven by the fear of encountering a superior species and
being overwhelmed. With human expansion extending to
stars much older than the sun, there was substance to their
views. But because of the big land and terraforming Houses,
especially those of the Texassi Consortium, House Demers
and a few others with the means to fund gateships, and of
Caldiss who built the ships, there was powerful opposition to
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his views.
He knew Bulf was too smart to get involved in this
willingly, he was simply used as a disposable game piece by
some Alpha to whom Centorin’s Premiere would bow. Jason
knew that if he carried out this mission he would earn that
man’s protection and be untouchable by the government. Bulf
knew that also, but even if they earned his protection, Bulf
wouldn’t matter. Dorrick knew that even if that Alpha was
told, he would only express relief that the only one who knew
who they were working for was dead.
Jason came running back up the alley, carrying the
SciBlast at port arms. “I hope you came up with a plan to get
yourself patched up without alerting the police while I was
away.”
Dorrick looked at him, “The way you said to wait for you,
I thought you already had a plan.”
“Not much of one, I was hoping you’d think of something
better.”
“The only thing I thought about was Bulf to be honest.”
“And all I thought about was how brutal it is all over this
city,” TongSu said.
“We’re a time zone away from Kex here.”
“As far as the Westland shore is from the Yakhan,”
Dorrick told her.
“So no one’s got a plan?” Jason asked.
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“No, what’s yours?”
“You just pretend you’re in too much pain to say
anything,” Jason told Dorrick.
“I don’t have to pretend, I have to pretend I’m not to
talk.”
“So let me do the talking. You just pretend you don’t
know a word of Centish,” he said to TongSu.
“Won’t that be suspicious?”
“We’re in a tourist area, answer in Kassidorian, they’ll
probably think it’s Tibetan.”
“It doesn’t sound at all like Tibetan,” Dorrick said.
“How many people here have been to Tibet?” Jason
asked.
“But I think most have heard Kassidorian,” Dorrick said.
Since the gate opened the outpouring of cultural and
historical data from a world so vast and ancient had taken
Centorin society aback. And that was after six hundred years
of radio contact to prepare them.
“Yeah, but so what? Just follow my lead,” Jason said, “We
have to get to the ship by dawn and a little clinic like this is
going to spend some time working on that ankle.
With no further instructions he jumped up and darted
across the street to the clinic doors, motioning them to follow
and hurry. He sent them hobbling in ahead and backed in the
door, covering the street with the big SciBlast. “I think
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they’ve given up at last,” he said, still watching the street.
Several medics had come running with questions. “I’m The
Peltor, this is my first financial, Dorrick O’She and his wife
TongSu. We were jumped by a hit squad on our way out of
Kex. My man took a bad one.”
“They have followed you here?”
“A couple of them got out of the next car, but I think
they’ll wait til we get out of here before they come in to seek
your services.”
“Let me get security...” one of them started.
“The Peltor handles his own security.” Jason said,
“Security is the business of my House and those who don’t
think I take my business seriously are writhing in their tube
car now. So, please perform your business and get to work on
my man’s ankle. We have a cruise to catch and she sails at
dawn. I would rather she didn’t sail with an empty suite.” He
had raised the blaster to his shoulder, but covering the door.
The medics got to work. No doubt reports would go out
but they were far from the heart of the search here and in all
likelihood unrelated. A little street fight in a seedy tourist
district wouldn’t get much attention when a Senator had been
shot in Kex. Dorrick was carried by droids to a creaking old
medistat and the whole room went to work on him. The numb
field was so welcome, even though it had an annoying whine
on a rig this old. It had been state-of-the-art when this was a
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prime tourist destination.
They knew the name of the tendon that was severed and
cut a length of artificial to replace it. They had to use
nanobots to micro-staple it and it took them nearly a quarter
hour to find a skin setting that would work with him, and
almost another half to get the membrane synthesized and
applied. In a Kassidorian clinic it would take longer, but they
would have cultured actual cells and sprayed them on. With
their treatments he would have skin in a day, with this he
would have a plastic mesh permanently embedded in his skin
until he had it repaired on Kassidor, if he ever got back there.
He was advised not to walk on it for a couple weeks at
least. He felt that troops would be descending on them any
second and he would have the 980 thrown back at him with
Jason shouting, ‘We got company.’ Instead they wheeled him
out to a waiting room empty of either Jason or TongSu.
“The Peltor left instructions to have you sent right to the
ship,” the counter-girl said. The medic just nodded and kept
on pushing. They went down the alley to the neon of the dock
as the sky was threatening dawn.
They were just about to get to the end of the alley when
Dorrick thought he had better admit, “The Peltor never
actually told me what ship we were sailing on.”
The girl giggled, Dorrick looked puzzled. “The Saffron
Majesty is the only one that’s been in all week.”
Dorrick was shocked, he knew business was down, now
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that the rich could afford interstellar, but the Saffron Majesty
was a Hallboat with only a few thousand rooms at best,
probably only a dozen suites and no Alpha suites at all. Boats
like this used to make way for the Great Liners along the
Altaic coast. He knew some of the ships with ten, twenty and
even a hundred thousand rooms were still running on the
Valera coast when he left Navorkensville, but that was now a
generation ago.
Still, the ship was majestic as he was pushed up the wide
ramp at the stern. A dozen people and carts were passing each
way at any one time even at the first hint of dawn. On the
stern deck balconies above, families were waving to friends
on the dock. The superstructure is eight floors, but the entry
portal is only two stories high. The six story interior is air
conditioned, and lined by the balconies of inside staterooms.
Most of the interior was lit by floating advertising videos and
the merging soundtracks added to the background noise.
He was whisked to an elevator and up to the seventh floor,
where he was debouched onto a wide landing of the bedroom
floor, The master on the sea side, the two other bedsuites on
the inner side. The inner side was open to the floor below that
opened onto an out-air deck that only the suite-holders had
access to.
There was once a time when a suite like this on a boat like
this was a million credits for the trip. Back then staff was
provided however, today one merely rents the space. The
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nurse left him in the forward inner suite. “I might have heard
someone in the master suite, would you like me to ring?”
“No, I’ll be fine.”
“Someone should be with you, you really should stay off
that.”
“This chair will take care of me fine. My arms are fine,”
Dorrick said.
“Yes they are,” the nurse said in return. “This is a
luxurious accommodation.” She started to look around as if
she might want a tour. “I think I hear someone grunting,” she
said, looking down the wide stairway to the main level of this
cabin.
“If they’re grunting,” Dorrick said, “I’m sure they would
prefer to be left alone,” and winked.
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11. Altaic Waters
TongSu sat frozen, knowing she was as over her head as
Dorrick was during the theirops attack. They were just punk
kids, why did they have to act like that? It seemed like
everyone here expected it, it would never occur to anyone to
be nice.
She knew Dorrick was in pain, it was chiseled on his face
as if by a mad sculptor. And she knew he hurt from more than
the ankle. She knew the man who died had once been a big
part of his life. More than that, tonight he had lost his home.
Before this he had been on Kassidor with her because he
wanted to. After tonight, it will be because he has to.
She wondered what the odds were of ever seeing her
home again. If they could make it thru to a tube station in the
Kassikan’s dome, their odds looked pretty good. Their odds
of getting to that station didn’t look good at all.
She should have paid more attention to those video
games. She should have listened when he said the object of
the game was to shoot down enemies, not just fly around.
That was all she did was float around wasn’t it? She
recognized the depression of yaag withdrawal coming on her
already and was powerless to prevent it. She leaned forward
with her elbows on her knees, her head in her hands and
recoiled from the horror.
To her Bulf was a guy she met a few hours before and
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didn’t really like, to him he was a childhood friend. One he
still remembered. And she could not stand it. If she let it, her
stomach would still empty itself in response to what she had
seen, to what she had done, to what she had done to twodecade children.
She still expected trouble, and jumped quivering when
she heard heavy Centorin boots running toward them. It was
Jason, still carrying that big blaster and shouting to Dorrick,
“I hope you came up with a plan to get yourself patched up
without alerting the police while I was away.”
Neither one had even thought about it, much less come up
with anything. Jason charged ahead bluffing and blasting. She
knew then that he was made for this environment. An
environment where there is only one species of animal
behavior to understand. Still he bluffed and blustered their
way into the clinic and Dorrick was taken away to surgery.
She knew their medical procedures were brutal and quick, but
she knew they used numbing, so she didn’t feel quite so bad
for him. She wished she could tell the medics to just put them
in a tube car to Kassidor City and let him get treatment there,
but knew Jason would raise that blaster against her to prevent
it if he must. He not only had the fear of that ‘Great House,’
he was pumped on it.
“Can you swim?” he asked her as soon as the doors had
closed behind Dorrick.
“I could probably lather the water enough to stay above it
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til I could grab the side of the kayak if I fell out and it was too
deep to stand up,” TongSu replied.
“I’ll take that as a ‘no’,” Jason sighed.
“Why?” she asked.
“Come on then, we haven’t got time to waste, it will be
daylight in less than an hour.” He grabbed her arm and
hustled her out the door.
She went with him but shook him off. “Whatever you say,
military man.”
“Paramilitary, I serve no king.”
“You do too or you would have keyed us thru to Kassidor
when we fought our way to that tube car.”
“I’ve already explained that as many times as an
intelligent person would need me to.”
Well it was nice not having the Instinct. She started with
kicking that blaster from his arms as she laid around him in a
take-down that left him on the ground with his arm twisted
behind him and her elbow in his back. “I think your reasons
are just what I’m telling you. You’re pumped on being in the
power structure. You are as pumped on serving some ubermaster as you are on killing the ones in your way.” She got up
from him and yanked him to his feet, “and like you said, we
don’t have time for this.”
“You’re still sore because I opted out of your rotation
aren’t you?” Jason flung back at her.
“You haven’t got enough of that to make a girl sore,” she
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replied.
He was going to give her something back, but they had
already jogged to the waterfront and the neon made them
slow down and pay attention to their surroundings. The bright
and harsh lighting made her nervous just being there. They
slowed to a walk and he slung his blaster. She noticed that
one in a hundred men had a blaster in the crowd as they
walked into the ship.
The ship was the size of a residential island. Its entry
ramp was brightly lit even as a hint of grey might have been
detectable on the eastern horizon. The one that was across
infinite water. She already knew the Altaic Ocean contained
more liquid water than Kassidor. But she saw that the horizon
was close before it was hidden as they approached the ship.
It was a long and narrow city block, a hallway on each
side, a plaza in the middle but roofed over at the sixth floor.
All in metal and upholstery with chrome rails everywhere and
noisy advertising floating around. He led her up an elevator.
They are all free on Centorin and don’t even have doormen.
They must have all been shot ages ago.
There was a doorman at the stairs to the sixth floor and he
had backup. They were dressed alike and that already meant
military to her. Dorrick once told her she didn’t know a
military uniform from a duty suit, so she suspected
everything. Jason and those men rapped quickly and quietly
in Centish she couldn’t follow, but seemed all reference and
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code to her. He led her up the stairs to the sixth floor and a
grand entry hall with two fancy doors leading into it and a
dome over it. The entry hall was two levels, beads or screens
shielded the upper room from the skylight.
“This one is ours,” Jason said, and opened a door. It led to
an enormous room littered with overstuffed cushions sliced
and cubed. They were mostly in chrome holders holding them
only far enough off the floor to allow dust bunnies and the
ever-present unpleasantness of spiderwebs that Centorin is
prone to, even in these super stylish places.
There was a stairway leading to the upper floor but they
didn’t go up there. There was no real kitchen, just a few doors
and lights and panels along the wall next to the largest and
tallest tabletop in the room. Jason grabbed the pistol out of
her cleavage, went straight to the rail and began stripping off
outerwear. “I’ve got to go get that bag of parts, I need you to
wait here and haul me up,” he said, and with that he was off
the rail, and plunged the seven stories down to the water.
Granted, the gravity is less here, but the stories are higher,
more than enough to make up for that little bitty difference in
gravity.
She made it to the rail in time to see him penetrate the
water feet first, his limbs curled around themselves to protect
himself. The splash was small, but still significant and people
came to their rails on the lowest two floors. They soon got
over it and went back to bed. There was a light grey, maybe
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even pinkish grey shade on the horizon now.
TongSu looked at the pile he had left behind him, the
blaster, his outer clothing, and his pocket-eye, ‘comm’ as they
say in Centish. There was some paperwork from the ship line,
a fancy wrist-device and three smart coins.
He was gone a long time, well, many minutes. There was
a chime in the front hall. She went to the front door of the
suite and met a man and woman in uniform, “We’re with
Magnificent Security, we’d like to be sure...” That was
probably when she saw that big ugly blaster just lying on the
floor. “What is that SciBlast doing there?” she pointed.
TongSu was sure she stank at this point. She laid on her
Kassidorian accent as thick as she could and said, “Pelton
own security,” and then explained, the whole business theory,
the hidden costs, the indebtedness of the whole system, but in
Yakhan correct Kassidorian. She was pretty sure, by what she
could understand of what they asked each other as she did
this, that neither one of them knew what language she was
speaking.
Once all of them stopped talking in different languages at
once, the girl asked, “Where is Mister Peltor,” as slowly and
carefully as she could.
“The Peltor?” TongSu asked, keeping it gooy with
Kassidorian accent. She had already picked up on the fact
that the title would give him more respect.
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“Yes, The Peltor, where is he?”
“He out,” she chimed, “The Peltor out.”
“We need to be sure you are properly registered for this
cabin,” the man said.
Hoo boy, she thought. She wondered if she was going to
have to jump to that blaster before he drew the blast pistol
that was as prominent on his belt as his helmet was on his
head. “The Peltor out,” she repeated, but handed them the
paperwork that Jason had left behind. It was, of course, ALL
in Centish and she might have puzzled out the gist of it if she
sat with it and a dictionary awhile.
They quickly put the brightly colored paper down and
said a few hushed words she recognized about the remaining
pieces. “Boarding pass,” and “Ticket,” were among them.
Most of the rest was lost to her. This was just a game of luck
at this point. She stood there trying not to sweat while they
looked thru the papers and mumbled.
“Yes, everything is in order,” the man said and handed the
envelope back to her. “Thank you very much and wish The
Peltor a wonderful voyage on our behalf.”
With that they left and her sweat glands shut down and
she noticed how cold the hour before dawn is on Centorin.
This is their deepest deep. It might be as deep as a dozen
locks down from the lake, but it is much closer to the level of
the lake than Kex, which is a dizzying two miles above the
upper floors in the Yakhan.
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She leaned against the door enjoying the fact that she was
still breathing. Ever since Dorrick’s friend, the one who had
been shot dead, was saying the mission started early, she gave
each breath between a fifty and ninety percent chance of ever
happening.
“TongSu,” a voice called from below.
It was Jason, in the water, there was so much light from
the loud parties on the balconies below that she could see
him. “You OK?”
“Shush, just grab the line.”
She hauled in the cord that pulled up the sopping bag of
blaster parts. She left it as inconspicuously over the rail as she
could and threw down her rope to Jason, since that little cord
could never hold him. Her waist felt weak and exposed
without wearing it, especially on a mission like this, but a
mission like this was why she wore it wasn’t it?
While she was pulling him up, she heard someone bring
Dorrick in. He was in a power chair from the clinic, she heard
it on the floor above. Jason was heavy and it was a long way
to go. It had been a long day and her arms began to burn
early. If they’d stayed home, Kortrax would be low in the sky
by now. They would be watching the sunset on the tops of the
towers of Sixth Canal now. After a pleasant meal, either at
home or at one of the dozen cooks closer than the tube station
that can make a better meal than the one she came all the way
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thru the stargate for.
Jason walked up the poles of the deck. As she pulled him
up she heard him have a couple conversations on the way.
She hoped they were cordial. There was one that wasn’t when
he was only a couple floors down. She saw he still had the
versapistol and waved it. She pulled harder. The nurse who
brought Dorrick heard her. Dorrick must have guessed
enough about what they were doing to squash her interest. By
the time Jason was up to their level, they were alone in the
suite. Dorrick came out of the elevator in the power chair as
Jason came over the rail.
“You all patched up?” Jason asked.
“I’m supposed to stay off it for at least a day.”
“So then get some sleep, it’s an hour till we sail, three
hours till we’re over deep water. I want to throw the stocks
and barrel’s first, before anyone is watching,” Jason said. “I
need a shower, you need some sleep,” he told Dorrick. “You
took a bad hit tonight, I feel bad about it.”
“I feel bad about Bulf,” Dorrick said.
“Don’t forget that he was the one that got us here.”
“You were selling just as much of it as he was,” TongSu
repeated.
He glowered at her but said nothing as he went up to the
shower.
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12. Sea Cruise
Dorrick was hoping the work the medics did on him
would have taken hold by the time he woke up. It was after
ten in the morning and he could tell that the ship was under
way. He brought the back of the power chair up and tried his
ankle. Fiery blades shot up his leg and he almost shrieked.
He looked quickly to TongSu. She had taken the bed and
seemed to be sleeping peacefully. He had to admit, she was
one tough cookie. If he had come from her background and
was exposed to what they went thru last night, he imagined he
would be a mental case right now. Of course, he had to admit
that the people of Centorin were unaltered by the genes
spread thru the population of Kassidor. Centorin was the
normal human condition.
But Centorin is not usually like last night. He’d never
unslung his weapon in Kex before, except on a practice range
and that was before he left for Earth. The intellectual
neighborhoods in Kex are actually quite civilized. If it hadn’t
been for the assassination, TongSu would have a very
different view of Kex in her mind right now.
He was glad he hadn’t awakened her. He tried to take a
peek into his bandage. As he feared, infection had set in. Here
they would give him an antibiotic. There would be a fiftyfifty chance it would work and a fifty-fifty chance it would
make him sick. They would try a few more if that didn’t work
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in a week or so. Back in the Yakhan he would be lead by a
scantily-clad beauty to a chair where she would extract a
sample from the infected site with a pin so fine it felt less
than a mosquito. She would put the extract in one end of a
complex of bubbling glassware containing a few trays
holding what looked like placentas. A few minutes later she
would extract a small amount of the distillate, put it in a
capsule and hand that to him. She would be sympathetic that
it would be a few hours before it was all cleared up and
charge him the equivalent of about twenty bucks. To undo the
physical damage and re-grow live tendons and flesh would
take weeks and cost three irons, the pay for about three shifts
worth of unskilled temporary help. The big medical Houses
of Centorin would never allow that technology to be
imported.
He moved carefully out the door, TongSu was a good
sound sleeper, and he was pretty sure he got away without
waking her. The door to Jason’s room was open, and he was
on his deck. He had the barrels and stocks of those Makov’s
on the bed. He was in the door to his deck, winding up and
heaving one as far as he could into the ocean. He really
whipped it hard and it sailed a hundred yards from the ship
and slipped into the chop end-on, making an inaudible splash
that you would have to be looking for to see.
“You’ve got half of them over already,” Dorrick said,
once he wheeled into the room. Jason had not remained on
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the balcony, but came back into the room and saw him.
Neither spoke till they were close enough for lower voices.
“Of the big parts,” Jason said as he removed the glove he
had used to hold that stock. “We can’t leave the parts near
each other.”
“Looks like you etched them.”
“Just wiping them down leaves residual prints, a good lab
could reconstruct them.”
“I won’t touch them,” Dorrick said.
“I’ve been throwing one every quarter to half hour.”
“You think we have that long till someone finds we’re
here?” Dorrick asked.
“I made some phone calls while we were sailing out.
We’ve got a couple well-placed people running some
interference for us. House Caldiss would not be happy to
learn the McNulty’s were using the apparatus of government
for their own cause.”
“You know someone in Caldiss?” Dorrick asked.
“I know someone with the ear of the Caldiss,” Jason said.
It was a dangerous game Jason played. The Caldiss was
said to be lacking in bed and Professor Viosaign had
undoubtedly taught him many things since they left Borlunth.
“I hope that helps.”
“It can’t hurt.”
There was a call at the door from the main room below.
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“Is The Peltor accepting social calls?”
“Could you take care of that for me?” Jason asked. “Tell
him I’m even worse than you are.”
“It’s infected.”
“Damn. That place is a butcher shop anyway. Tell him I’m
laid up in bed and likely to be for the voyage if you have to.”
Jason motioned him out the door. In a way he felt like saying
he had a half hour, but then he understood. There might be
someone of some importance on this voyage, and a chance
that he could be recognized, now or later. Dorrick was not in
such danger, and if they made it thru this, he would be back
on Kassidor where it wouldn’t matter. He had already decided
that if he made it back he was never leaving Kassidor again.
In fact he might try and talk TongSu into making their way
back to the farm outside Bordzvek, at least a two year flight
from the gatehead, in a land that was what Centorin should
have been.
The man at the door looked old for this time. Nearly
everyone today kept themselves looking like they were under
forty. After all, the science of eternal youth had been available
to anyone of means since the 32nd century. This man looked to
be about sixty-five unaided years. It would be unlikely that
anyone who could afford one of these suites couldn’t afford
youth, but he didn’t ask about it. The man introduced himself
as Faggiborn Higly, fifth in line to the Higly.
“Dorrick O’She, financial advisor to The Peltor.”
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“I was interested in meeting the The Peltor.”
“I’m afraid he suffered worse in the fall than I did,”
Dorrick said.
“I must ask, what happened?”
Dorrick has worked the power chair thru the door by now
and was out on the topdeck of the Saffron Majesty, where
many of the beautiful people were relaxing and mingling.
“We should have taken the cruise before the climb, at least he
would be up to enjoy it.
“You went climbing?”
“The cliffs of Oreham. I hobbled down but he had to be
evac’d. I had to wait with him at the cliff-face for hours. Air
traffic was all shut down because of that McNulty thing.”
“Huh, terrible doings if you ask me. Sentor McNulty was
a world hero. He’s right you know, one of these days we’re
going to find something out there we can’t handle...”
Dorrick wasn’t going to argue the point, in fact he wanted
to say it’s later than you think. Centorin had opened a tube to
something they can’t handle ten years ago. The Kassikan
could erase Centorin’s way of life on the decision of a
second-level council, acting without the founder’s
knowledge. A whim of a committee of wizards, each
thousands of years old, and our way of life comes to an end,
the process of history stops, our culture goes into a loop for
eternity and no one ever wants to even be uncooperative
again. It would be over before we notice it is happening, your
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mind is altered in such a way that you know you’ve always
felt this way. “You’re right, and it is a tragedy that the cause
has lost him.” He wheeled the power chair down toward the
bar. He needed something for the pain in his ankle.
So Dorrick entertained the Fifth of Higly with a fifth of
McNulty scotch and listened to a long lecture on the dangers
of alien contact. The man had no clue how dangerous it could
be. A single theirops was scarier, face to face, than the superweaponed actors in baggy suits that Higly watched.
They then got to talking about their fall and the details of
the medical procedures that were used. Faggiborn watched as
much medical video drama as alien attack scares. “So it
seems to me that procedure hasn’t worked very well?” he
asked.
“I know,” he said, “I would have thought I’d be up and
around before now.”
“I’d look into a new brand of rejuve if I was you. There
are rumors that Youthall and Eternia both use Kassidorian
ingredients.”
Dorrick knew they couldn’t advertise it openly because
any importation of Kassidorian genetics or drugs was
technically illegal. He suspected the rumors were true in the
past and had used Eternia because of it. He now knew it was
not true because any Kassidorian treatments are more-or-less
permanent, not something you have to take daily to retain an
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effect. Letting this man know that he even knew anything
about the reality of Kassidor would be out of character. One
who could afford interstellar travel would not be taking this
cruise on the Altaic coast.
He was still listening to Faggiborn babble when he heard
a re-entry rumble in the sky above them. They all looked up
when they heard it. The re-entry vehicle was still red hot, but
it had slowed and was just opening the fan doors now. It had
the distinctive shape of a Blackwedge, and could only be the
one from House McNulty.
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13. Under Arrest
“Go throw these down the scuppers,” Jason said, waking
TongSu from a sound sleep. There was a pounding scream all
around them, much different than the enveloping thrum she
went to sleep with.
“Wha?” was all she could say, but knowing from his voice
it was an emergency again. Is there any other state of life on
this planet than emergency? By then she was fully awake and
remembered the night before.
“The McNulty Blackwedge is over us right now. Stay out
of it’s sight and get these into the scuppers, one at a time.”
With that he was out of the room. “What makes you think
I know what a scupper is?” she asked the air behind him. It
was lucky she did. He’d left a pile of small blaster parts on
the pillow. She recognized the firing button, the rest were just
the yingolian crystals out of it and a big roll of very fine
copper wire from each blaster. She was ready to slip that into
her bag but then remembered that if she ever got back she
would ride in a car with loose aluminum trim around the
advertising displays and could pull one of those off. It would
be more money then she had spent so far in her life. But even
that didn’t matter because she already had more wealth than
she knew what to do with, properly tagged and accounted at
reputable companies with connections in every basin. It hurt,
but she put the copper coils in the pillow cover she would
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carry them in.
That screaming blasting noise sounded like it was coming
from another air fort like she’d thrown the grenade at the
night before. That was the scariest second of her life, not
when she might have been shot throwing it, but that the
massive thing might have crashed down on top of them and
exploded in a fireball the size of Narrulla.
She came running out the door just as Dorrick was
powering in. What are you doing?” he said, “That’s the
McNulty Blackwedge out there.”
“Jason told me to get these down the scuppers,” she said,
and showed him the blaster parts.”
“Damn,” he said, then, “Give me half of each.” He backed
his chair back out onto the deck, but stayed under the deck of
the bedrooms above them.
She was glad he did. A blast of wind was descending on
the deck and the sky was dark from the huge ship above
them. She looked more at the ship than what she was handing
Dorrick.
He grabbed the parts from her, “Take that side,” he said,
“and stay out of sight. Get them in the floor drains...”
“I know...”
“Good, make sure you get each piece down into the
drainpipe, you can’t leave it in the cup...”
“I know, what is that? That flying thing.”
“A re-entry vehicle. A Low Planetary Orbit shuttle, a
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spaceship. Stay under the balcony.”
It was as big as the flying fort, but different in size and
shape. She could feel the heat coming off it. She had to squint
and hold on because of the wind. The thunder was deafening,
but over that came the scream of something else. There were
many of them and they were stopping here.
She noticed Dorrick was out of his chair, but still on one
foot. He evidently had to get up to get something down the
drainpipe, but he now stood up to see what the new threat
was. “A squadron of Stingers, the best stuff planetary’s got.
They’re robotic, but may carry up to four troops each in
cramped conditions. It looks like they’re discharging troops
now so you better get that stuff down a hole.” He didn’t go
back to his chair, but hopped to the last scupper on this end of
the deck and emptied what he had left down that. She did
likewise, as she heard heavy Centorin boots pounding her
way again across the roofs of the cabins. She emptied the last
of her parts into the drainpipe. She was still down there when
she looked up at Dorrick, he was standing on one foot again
and raising his hands above his head.
Two more of the robot craft came to the deck in front of
them as she straightened up. Hatches popped open and more
troops jumped out, aiming big blasters at each of them. She
heard them running thru the corridors of the cabins. They
reached Dorrick first, two men grabbed him roughly by the
arms as the troops on the cabin roof kept him covered. They
162

pulled him over toward the Stingers, making him stumble.
She started to yell but others had reached her, grabbing
her by the arms also, roughly, much more roughly than in her
wrestling league. She shook them off, they were big men but
skinny. For that she got clubbed on the back of the head with
the butt of a blaster, the pain alone almost knocked her out
and she dropped to her knees and started to sink to the
ground. The guys grabbed her again and dragged her across
the deck right behind Dorrick.
The thunder of the big spaceship over them was almost as
loud as the ringing in her ears from the blow to her head.
They turned her around to face their officer, she guessed. He
was one with more metal strips on his epaulettes than the
others. She wasn’t seeing right and her head was tilted, she
still wanted to pass out. Three more troops dragged Jason out
of the cabin. The officer waited til he was brought over also.
It didn’t look like he had fought, but the people bringing him
in also had pistols, much bigger than the one she had between
her tits.
Several ports opened in the bottom of the huge spaceship
and ropes fell from them. Men started to descend. Three of
the robot vessels sprang up from the cabin roof, the two on
the courtyard next to them remained still. The officer watched
them rise toward the spaceship for a second before turning his
attention back on them. By now many of the other
passengers were watching from their cabin windows. Down
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the far and of the ship a few were even out on their balconies,
but at this end no one wanted to be that close to these troops.
The officer staring at them was short for a Centorin, no
taller than she was. He stared long enough that her vision
began to clear. The first thing about him that came into sharp
focus was his huge square chin with the dark dots of a thick
beard scraped off at the skin line. His hair wasn’t much
longer, like it had been scraped off a couple weeks ago. His
cheeks were very angular and his eyes had more slant than an
Elf’s. His shoulders were broad, but his uniform was so stiff
and filled with gadgets that it could have been artificial.
“Arton The Peltor,” he barked at Jason, “though I’m sure
that’s an alias.
“What charges sir?” Jason replied.
“Assassination of a Centorin Planetary Senator,” the
soldier barked. He turned to Dorrick, “Dorrick O’She,” he
said, then turned to her, “and your non-citizen wife TongSu
O’She.” They didn’t reply. “In the name of the World
Republic of Centorin I arrest...”
There was a huge explosion above, the light blinded
anyone who looked up. The concussion nearly knocked them
all to the ground. Flaming wreckage of one of the Stingers
fell to the deck and screams echoed all along the ship. The
five remaining stringers began directing all the fire they could
at the windwheels of the spaceship.
Jason broke free of the men holding him in the confusion
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and made a break for the nearest stairway to below decks. His
captors ran after him, snapping bolts all the way, causing the
nearby passengers peeking thru their window curtains to
scream and dive for the ground.
The fans of the spaceship screamed and a thunderous
shriek blasted from it, making the explosion of the Stinger
sound like a small firecracker. The huge spaceship began to
very quickly move off with the five Stingers chasing it. In
only a few seconds it was moving too fast for them and
disappeared into the clouds, soon sounding like distant
thunder. TongSu knew she was going to have to get treatment
for the damage to her hearing some day soon.
They were all knocked to the ground by the roar and blast
of that ship departing, but their captors treated them as if they
had done it. She was kicked twice, Dorrick was kicked more
than that and clutched his hands in front of him. They yanked
him to his feet. They went over him thoroughly and roughly,
looking for weapons she guessed. She was yanked to her feet.
Some passengers screamed. She was roughly pushed against
one of the Stingers, banging her head again, but nothing
compared to being blaster whipped a few minutes ago.
Dorrick was shoved against it beside her. Two soldiers with
pistols shackled them to the craft.
“You two better prey we don’t get into a situation that
causes this aircraft to get called up,” one hissed to her as he
did it.
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The other Stingers returned from chasing the spaceship
and landed on the cabin roofs again. Another aircraft
something like the first one she flew, but bigger, landed on
the other end of the cabin roof and discharged more troops.
These had lots of equipment cases but only small pistols like
the one she was carrying. They went down into the cabin and
did not come near them.
The officer paced in front of them. He was talking to
someone over his comm. His was an eyepiece that folded
down from his helmet and a small chin-mic, so it seemed like
he was lecturing them and the four men still guarding them,
even though they were manacled.
“No, we hadn’t searched him yet, but if he has anything
it’s small.”
“No, don’t intimidate them, even belowdecks we don’t
know who they are.”
“There isn’t time to run a connections check on them all.”
“I know it’s a big ship, but most of the passengers will
cooperate.”
“We have to assume that’s a possibility. Don’t forget,
these people assassinated a senator, so they’re going to be
desperate.”
“He’s got someone behind him. You don’t think these
fools have enough of a grudge themselves to take this one, of
course someone hired them.”
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“We have ways.”
He was silent for a longer time, she couldn’t tell whether
he was getting a long lecture from the other end or there was
silence. She couldn’t hear anything from his in-ear. Then he
said, “I’ve got to switch channels, be right back,” and then
“Jenkaw.”
“Great, cordone off the area, let me alert the captain.”
He switched comm channels again, “Captain Richards,
Major Jenkaw. I need the starboard fifth deck kitchens locked
down.”
“Now; Captain Richards, we will take every possible
precaution with your crew.”
“If we lose him I’ll turn you over to House McNulty, you
can threaten them with your senator.”
“Just get those kitchens locked down now or I’ll my next
order will be to have you taken into custody also, do I make
myself clear? I’ve already lost a Stinger out here and rather
than let this suspect get away I’ll be sending your ship to the
bottom.”
He switched back to another channel. “Is the area sealed
yet?”
“All bulkheads?”
“How many?”
“Three better be enough, we don’t even think he’s
armed.”
“Alive if possible, but dead if you must.”
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More minutes went by. TongSu’s vision cleared and she
was left with one thudding pain in the back of the head and
the discomfort of the manacles on her wrists. They were
metal, but they looked rather flimsy. They looked to be
aluminum, worth a dozen times what her house was back
home, but probably cheap here. She tried to get a look at the
links of the chain that held them together. One of the guards
batted her hands away with the point of his blaster. Dorrick
tried to lunge toward him and was roughly pushed back by
two of the guards. Angry words were exchanged until the
officer barked at them, aiming his large pistol straight at
Dorrick’s genitals.
More tense minutes went by. People were gathering at the
far end of the court to watch. The soldiers or cops or whatever
they were took no notice. She couldn’t hear much of what
they were saying, she heard ‘Wild World’ mentioned once,
she heard the word ‘senator’ a couple times. She heard
someone else shout, ‘They could have killed us all,’ and get
shushed. It was really hard to pay attention when her head
hurt so bad.
The officer jumped up again, “Great,” he said to whatever
he heard over his in-ear. “and is he alive?”
“If it was on stun, he’ll come around, make sure he’s
cuffed.”
“Good, that’s thinking. Bring him up here.”
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“Shoot him up if you have to, but my gut tells me he’s
going to know more than the ones they brought in from
Kassidor.”
“I know it doesn’t make sense but we have the tube car
records, they left Kassidor City at 15:17 yesterday.”
“If McNulty’s get their way there won’t be a trial,” he
said, then, “so have you brought him around yet? Bring him
up here, I’ll feel a lot better when we’re back on the rotor
base.”
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14. Battle in the Clouds
When Dorrick left Centorin back in 3790, these machines
were still experimental. The hypersonic fans were still
somewhat unstable and the meta-coiled baseball reactor was
not yet considered safe. He wondered if the reactor had been
improved or the safety standards had been relaxed. He
noticed the major stayed behind with the forensic crew.
He had no doubt they would find some evidence that the
weapons had been there, but would it be enough to convict?
Would they even get a trial? Of course they wouldn’t if House
McNulty got to them, the best that could happen is they
would be gunned down like dogs. More than likely they
would be tortured as McNulty security tried to find out who
had hired them. He would be glad to get them a reading from
Kasssidor, but it wasn’t likely any of the great houses would
trust any such reading. They all knew that memories could be
synthesized on Kassidor, they would think the Kassikan was
in on it.
Only a thin sheet of canvas separated him from the armed
planetary policeman in the main couch. These canvas drop
cots were safe as long as the Stinger did not have to go into
combat. If that happened, they would be thrown around
violently and get bruises from the restraint straps. At least
they would have a better view, they were right up under the
dome.
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TongSu was right beside him. She could manage a smile,
but her eyes were still crossed from the blow she took. He
was really ashamed of what had happened to them. It was
likely the government would be less vicious with them than
McNulty. They would be interrogated with drugs instead of
torture, it wasn’t nearly as effective as Kassidorian memory
reading, but they trusted it a lot more.
There were some pretty tall clouds around, and the ride
had some chop. TongSu looked pretty worried about it. “You
don’t need to worry about these clouds as much as in a
floater. These things can probably take a lighting hit.”
“Both of you, remain silent,” the sergeant below Dorrick
said, and emphasized it with a punch in the back.
They did, but talked to each other only thru facial
expressions. He didn’t think he deserved the forgiveness that
was on TongSu’s face. He saw the anger behind it too, but it
was like she must have guessed either how much it had
changed, or how much it had changed in his memory. It was
mainly in his memory wasn’t it? He never got busted by the
Navorkensville cops, but then they hardly ever came into his
neighborhood.
When he had been in Kex he had been respectable. He
had a bit of money from selling the land, he had an education,
or was getting one. He was glad so little of his past had
followed him to Kex. More of it seemed to follow him to
Earth, him and Jason. They’d had some scrapes there with the
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Caribe and with that shorted-out firebase, but this seemed to
be much worse than anything they had run into there. About
the only times he been more afraid were actually on Kassidor,
but due to the drugs and wildlife.
Jason was on another Stinger, he couldn’t see it, they
seemed to be leading the formation. It looked like they
stunned him with a versa-pistol, but they must have given
him quite a charge because he was woozy as he’d get off a
quart of Wild Turkey.
In less than an hour they approached another rotor base
like the one they’d encountered in the East Kex Canyon. They
braked and hovered til they were on a hook below it. The
whole squadron came in with them and were lined up around
the lower deck of the rotor base. The pounding of its pair of
three bladed thousand-foot counter-rotating rotors was like a
laboring heart.
They were not taken aboard the base. He knew TongSu
had not even been searched for weapons yet. That was
because they were afraid they would get a trial and she could
claim sexual assault. They were known to the public, so they
would be a lot harder to disappear than a nobody. Someone in
the senator’s party knew that they were here, might even
think he was important enough to serve as a motive. “...Yeah,
she got all snotty when I asked her about the special effects.”
As they hung here beneath the rotor base, they certainly
had a magnificent view. They were facing about a hundred
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twenty degrees to the left, but they could see a hundred eighty
degrees, so they could almost see where they were going.
They were more than a mile above the ocean, moving to the
northwest at about three hundred miles per hour.
He wondered if House McNulty would dare take out this
base. He was reasonably confident that LPO would have
some missile smart enough to hit it. All the corporations paid
taxes in proportion to their votes, so government property was
their property. This rotor base probably cost a couple billion
credits. He could see the sky above, but if the LPO was back
in orbit, he wouldn’t be able to see it. The crew of this base
were undoubtedly tracking it however, as it was tracking this
base.
The clouds were like mountains, craggy and snow
covered and silent. The pounding of the rotors drove out all
other sound. The clouds almost appeared to stand on the
water below. They were sparse enough that some of the water
was in sunlight. The play of light on the clouds was beautiful.
He wished he was seeing this under better conditions, more
like TongSu’s balloon. They didn’t dare take that up among
clouds this tall, but it would have been a much nicer ride than
this. He tried to tell her that with his eyes as they hung here,
but she was also looking at the clouds passing by around
them and the layers of cirrus clouds above.
“Yes fleet control,” the sergeant below him said.
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His feed was in-ear, Dorrick couldn’t hear it.
“Yes sir, we’re sitting tight.”
As he said that five other Stingers wound up quickly and
dropped from their hooks. They arced up as their drives
caught and shrieked off the way he was looking. Out beyond
them he could see the threat, a squadron of Maces was
coming out of the clouds, escorting a large tilt-rotor much
bigger than the Aixxe they had escaped in.
If their object was to down the rotor base, they could have
done that from orbit. That meant that their aim could only be
to execute them, but that didn’t make sense, McNulty would
want to interrogate them to find out who had hired them.
Unless they thought they could hate his position enough in
their own right, but where would they get the money? Didn’t
anyone know about the team that had run thru and dropped
the blasters on their table? Surely some of the diners must
have mentioned that. He was pretty sure they all would have
been interrogated unless they had immunity. Of course there
could have been quite a few of that rank at a place like that.
The Stingers engaged the Maces in a dog fight. That was
pretty foolhardy and he would have hated to be one of the
people inside. He knew they were all full, each had come
with two soldiers, two of them now had three because of the
troops that had come in the Stinger that was lost. They were
innocent passengers in a machine that flew itself. A machine
that was supposed to be programmed to take better care of
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itself if there were humans aboard. Engaging a Mace in a dog
fight is not being careful of your passenger.
The squadron was well trained and did a Bleeker’s coil on
them as an opening move and lured two of the Stingers into
range of the big cannons on the tilt-rotor. He wondered where
they got that thing. They must have bought it on the coast the
night before, they must have meant to intercept the Saffron
Majesty with that, but couldn’t get there in time.
Probably five more men dead from that. Helpless
passengers on the suicidal missile they rode. Granted, even at
this rate the body count would never get to what it was during
that gunfight with the Caribe, but there had been many,
starting with Bulf, and not ending here. So it wasn’t fair that
he survived and they didn’t as they died fighting over him. If
he died, they could stop fighting. Then he looked to his side.
As long as TongSu lived, he had to fight on. If he could, he
was helpless here. He didn’t even know what the enemy
intended. He did know he, Jason and TongSu were the object
of the enemy’s interest.
The other three Stingers turned and tried to fire up the
butt’s of the Maces as they zoomed by. They were far enough
from the tilt rotor to dodge the slugs it lobbed at them, and
they all buzzed off in the direction the Maces had gone. By
now the Maces had turned and were coming back toward the
Stingers. The tilt-rotor lumbered on toward the rotor base.
The Maces and Stingers joined once again and the Maces
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roared by and the Stingers buzzed around them. They all
landed bolts but the Maces shrugged them off. One of the
Stingers was zapped and went inert. Without guidance they
are unstable and it fell end over end, spinning, wobbling and
wandering as it got smaller and smaller until it was lost from
sight, long before it reached the ocean below. At least two
more deaths on his conscious. How was he ever able to do
this in the past? He must not have thought it was real, that all
his victims would somehow recover.
The two remaining Stingers pulled in close to the base.
They were unstable in its downdraft and screamed and
wobbled as they drew close. The tilt-rotor came closer and
closer to them. It matched speed. He couldn’t see what
happened next, but he felt the craft shudder, as if one of the
Stingers had latched to a grapple. He felt that four more
times, and saw that one of the remaining Stingers was getting
winched into position to their right. He saw a hook come and
grab one of the bars on the trusswork that the Stinger carrier
racks are mounted to.
The canopy of the Stinger next to them popped up and the
crew began firing immediately. All three of them were still
hanging in their straps and firing down behind them. Dorrick
could only imagine that they were being boarded by a party
from the tilt-rotor. He could see that TongSu knew it too. She
knew they were only here after them. The only straps they
had holding them were their handcuffs. If the order should
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come to open this hatch so their captors could fire, it was a
mile or two down to the water.
The troops down here were soon re-enforced by members
of the rotor base crew leaning over the rail. A few of them had
projectile weapons or Barringer Snipers, the only blaster that
can draw an arc over a thousand feet. He saw one of them get
hit and slip thru the rail, still screaming and struggling, til he
disappeared from sight. Dorrick thought it was harder being
chained here helpless watching men die in battle, than it was
to kill them face to face in a firefight. At least, when you
knew they were dying over you. He wondered how horrified
TongSu must be. He looked, but all he saw was shock,
overload. Her expression was almost like her hands were
fastened to high voltage rails.
As well as being more dehumanizing to watch men being
killed this way, it was even more terrifying to be in the middle
of a fight like this and have no weapons and no control. It was
the same as being an innocent women or child caught in the
middle of a street fight. As well as the terror, that filled him
with shame. How many innocents had been killed in fights
that we was a part of. How many Caribe women had died in
the ruins of L.A. when their men fought him and Jason that
day? When he looked back on it today be couldn’t believe he
had paid them so little mind. They were nothing more than
cover were they? Yes, both he and Jason tried not to hit them,
but they didn’t always succeed and their own menfolk were
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not so careful.
Now he had a taste of what that felt like. Knowing that
this was all about them made it even more like being one of
those women, especially when different gangs would fight
over women. The Caribe women were often aroused over
that, ‘five men died fighting for me’ he’d heard one brag, one
not even twenty Earth’s of age. He would never brag about
the men that were losing their lives today fighting over them.
Bolts lit the sky in a zig-zag laser fight. A helmeted face
appeared before them. He was strap-climbing and hooking
himself along, but he did it quickly. He brought up an ice
hammer to use on the hatch cover when suddenly the inside
of his helmet turned to pink paste and the left side of it was
blown away. He fell, and hung from the last safety strap he’d
attached. Dorrick tried very hard not to puke in here, he saw
that TongSu did too.
His place was immediately taken by two others, and one
of them smashed the Stinger’s dome before the man below
TongSu got his pistol up and dispatched that attacker. The
other shot that troop, before being taken by the guy below
Dorrick. Both shots narrowly missed TongSu and she
screamed, the sound almost lost in the sounds of battle, the
pounding of the great blades of the rotor base and the
screaming of the fans in the tilt rotor.
The guy below Dorrick swung his cot out of the way so
he could get out. Dorrick swung out of the Stinger and over
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the mile and three quarters of air to the Altaic below. He was
thrown from the cot, hanging only by the handcuffs, which bit
deep into his wrists and bent the frame of the cot over. His
feet dangled in thin air, he tried to find purchase for them on
something, but there was nothing below him but clouds and
the fine texture of ocean rollers so far below.
The last surviving crewman in this Stinger was firing
madly below them, another dozen men were strap climbing
up the half dozen ropes that had been attached to the base.
More crewmen were scrambling down from the lowest rail of
the base, Dorrick saw bolts find two of them and they went
spinning down into the clouds below.
Bolts barely missed him as he hung there, causing him to
twist and turn to get out of the way, his legs still flailing over
nothing. He felt it when the chain holding the cuffs gave way,
he felt a link pop and begin to spread. He managed to get a
grip on the cot frame, relieving some of the weight on the
cuffs, but still the link parted and his other hand had no
support at all, leaving him hanging there by one hand with
blaster bolts popping all around.
Two men came up the other side of the Stinger just as his
left hand found another purchase on the cot frame. The last
crewmen blasted one point blank in the face, but the other
invader got him and still another was climbing toward them
from another rope. The nearest boarder grabbed TongSu in
one hand, blasted her cuff chain with the pistol in the other.
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He and TongSu started to struggle.
Dorrick swung his weight and managed to get the bent cot
frame to swing back in toward them. The second guy was
also reaching for TongSu. She still looked pretty groggy from
the blow to her head and she obviously didn’t have her full
strength back. The one with only one arm fighting with
TongSu brought his versapistol up to use on Dorrick, but
Dorrick got a hand on it. The first one was starting to lift
TongSu out of the cot in spite of her fighting. Dorrick had to
use both hands on that pistol, and he wasn’t strapped in like
the guys who had climbed from below, only his body curved
around the top of the stringer’s broken canopy was keeping
him from that eight thousand foot drop.
When he got the pistol away from the other guy, it was the
only thing holding him and he began to slide. He grabbed
wildly with the other hand. TongSu was screaming and they
both started pulling her from the cot. His hand met nothing,
he threw the pistol and the man he’d just taken it from lunged
for it. He managed to get his arm around a stanchion
backwards, aggravating the bruises he’d picked up jumping
from the conveyor belt back at the police station. His whole
body swung around and he suffered a body blow from a man
falling from the deck above. That would have knocked him
into the void for sure but his feet found temporary purchase
on the cowl of the Stinger for a fraction of a second. That was
all because they immediately started sliding over the smooth
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surface. He flailed more with his free hand as the body slid
off him, managing to grab the shattered edge of the canopy
just in time to see TongSu being dragged in the arms of two
men out the other side.
Even the long fall to their deaths from this height would
be preferable to what House McNulty would do to them once
they were in one of their facilities. In spite of the pain in his
hand and his ankle he managed to lunge across the craft and
grab TongSu by the ankle. She was fighting as best she could
but she was still a little groggy and she still had the Instinct to
contend with. Then one of the crew of this base cut thru the
rope the two McNulty troops were hanging on and they
started to fall. The only thing they had to hold onto was
TongSu. The only thing holding TongSu was the hand
Dorrick had just cut on the plexiglas.
He could see that there was as big a fight going on over
the Stinger that Jason was in. Both crewmen inside were up
and firing, the canopy was open and intact and Jason was also
hanging from his cot by his handcuffs. He grabbed hold of the
cot as Dorrick watched. Also in that glance Dorrick saw
heavy fire coming up from below and one of the two
crewmen in that Stinger get fried by a heavy bolt that must
have come from something mounted on the tilt-rotor. He also
glimpsed more crewmen from the rotor base coming to their
aid.
He was not going to let go of TongSu. He was dragged
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across the broken canopy. In spite of the fresh cuts, he tried to
get some kind of grip on it. The crewman of the base shot one
of the two holding onto her and the weight was reduced. A
fraction of a second later she managed to break the grip of the
other and in spite of the noise, Dorrick heard his scream as he
fell.
They were still sliding, his grip was loosening. TongSu
was madly contorting, trying to find something to grab. She
needed to, but that wasn’t making it any easier to hold her.
Her leg slipped from his grasp, he had only her legging now.
He heard her grunt and swing hard again as he leg began to
slide out of it. He lost his grip but she swung and grabbed the
bottom edge of the broken canopy. She clawed her way back
inside, Dorrick saw the red stains on the plexiglas. He also
climbed within, getting back onto the wrecked cot and trying
to give her a hand, but she was already back inside. As soon
as she did, to his horror she leaned back over the space below
and retched, long and hard, until it was dry, and then some
more.
In a few minutes Dorrick managed to get below the cot
and into the main seat below it. A few minutes after that they
were able to drag the other dead soldier out and send him to
his burial at sea so far below. Up on the cots there was now
nothing to hold them in. The noise was still too much to let
them hear a thing, the wind was buffeting even under the cots.
By now the battle was over and the tilt-rotor broke away.
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No doubt the commander of this base was talking to someone
high in the government right now trying to get permission to
bring that tilt-rotor down. Dorrick knew this base had
weaponry that could do it. It was politics. House McNulty
would get sympathy because their senator had been shot, they
could be forgiven for taking action that had cost what, as
many as twenty lives so far. Oh but those were just common
folk, the guy they assassinated was a Senator. Dorrick fought
to keep from puking once again.
He looked at TongSu, she had to be in shock, and in a
sense she looked it. But she held his bloody hand with hers
and gave him a quick little smile. He couldn’t hear it, but he
could read her lips. “Not my idea of a vacation paradise.”
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15. Prison Break
By the time the attack was over, TongSu was used to the
pain from the blow on the head. It was still excruciating, but
that wasn’t new, the cuts on her hands were. She’d been
flying for nearly a century but that was by far the closest
she’d ever been to a serious fall.
This couldn’t be happening, this couldn’t be real. A wall
came up in her mind and it went back to being a game or a
movie. She had to believe that all these people would press a
‘new game’ button and try again next time. She’d had to get
that guy off her to save her own life, but still she couldn’t face
it. The one’s she’d blasted, she had to believe they would be
all right. This had to be all acted out, he had to have a
parachute under his clothes. She didn’t understand why they
were acting it out for her benefit, she didn’t even watch these
movies much anyway. She’d watched Lord of Tanquetil for
the flying scenes, not the battle. This whole trip had not been
entertaining. Having a lump on her head the size of a migyon
was no fun either.
The only good thing was that they were alone in this
flying robot now and they were no longer shackled. Now that
the canopy was shattered, they still couldn’t talk because it
was far too loud. She knew she was going to need
regeneration for her ears before too much longer. Her hearing
would be so damaged that she wouldn’t be able to enjoy
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music again til she did. She wondered how she could even
think of that with all the deaths she had seen, she knew she
must be in shock or in denial.
After the battle they flew for two more hours, the first
over rocky desert mountains and the second over a tin-shed
city that stretched to the horizon on all sides. By then her
head still hurt, but it wasn’t debilitating any more. She felt
like she was fully aware of her surroundings for the first time
since she was hit. Her hands had stopped bleeding and there
was no tendon or nerve damage, so in a few days they would
be good as new. She wondered what the back of her head
looked like, but she wasn’t really worried about it yet.
The huge windwheel craft did not land, instead two
Stingers were released, theirs, and the one that held Jason.
They flew down from that sky fort and it lumbered away
across the endless miles of tin sheds and dusty roads.
They landed in a big dusty clearing in this city, fenced
with barbed wire, lined with dogs, packed with armed troops.
Not quite the way interstellar tourists are treated on Kassidor,
but she didn’t think there was anyone here who would have
any sympathy for that complaint. They were hustled at blaster
point into one of those tin sheds. Her legs weren’t ready for it
and she stumbled and was prodded roughly at blaster point.
There was a vid screen on in there. “... the former stars of
the old ‘Wild World’ net-feed have been taken into custody in
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connection with the McNulty slaying. Prosecutor Han assured
the public they will get no special treatment at the upcoming
trial...”
Dorrick snickered. “Whats funny?” TongSu asked.
“If you’re not rich or famous you never go to trial, you
are just ‘plea bargained’ into prison.”
They were hustled out of earshot of that news report and
for all intents and purposes dragged down a hallway. Extra
men hustled along with them, carrying open pocket-eyes and
speaking urgently with them in such heavily jargoned Centish
that she got nothing out of it. Their accents were like the crew
on the motor-ship and she had more trouble understanding
them. Jason was kept a bit separate from them and still had
his manacles on. She saw that he hadn’t been injured as much
as they were, and he seemed to have recovered from the stun
pistol.
They were brought to an opening with three levels of
balconies, all in thick steel. From there they were hustled up a
stairway to the third level and out onto that balcony. Once
again they were not gentle, but none of them, not even Jason,
had the energy to fight it. All around were massively thick
steel walls, every twenty feet or so a thick steel door and next
to each of them was an attendant in a small window.
The attendant looked bored until the big group of troops
showed up with three disheveled vacationers held captive at
blaster point. Using more jargoned Centish, they conversed
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with the attendant thru the window.
“Sir,” one of the guys jabbering to the pocket-eye said to
the leader of the troops holding them, “I’ve just been told
that the McNulty airship has just put down in the yard.”
“Get them locked down,” their captain barked to the guy
in the window, “We’ll deal with the paperwork later.”
The guys holding her pulled roughly toward the closed
steel door. She heard Dorrick gasp as they dragged him,
mindless of his foot. But the door did not open, instead the
window they had been talking thru slammed shut. No doubt
the guard was more afraid of McNulty troops than his own.
There were more thuds and snaps behind them, it was
clear the invading forces were advancing. ‘This is another one
of those times where she had to face the lack of Instinct,
wasn’t it?’ she thought. She had to test herself against another
human being once again. It was still hard. Knowing
intellectually that it had been chemically removed was one
thing, overcoming many lifetimes of cultural conditioning
was something else entirely.
She could think of it as a match, where a split second
decision and force applied to a human body were required.
This instant when the soldiers were distracted by the blasts
from the end of the hall was about to pass.
As their jailors turned and began to raise their weapons,
TongSu’s hands shot out to the point where their weapons
were going to be. There is a move called ‘boof’ for this, in
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certain types of pry-the-prize-from-the-opponent events in the
Yakhan’s wrestling scene. The two nearest her were big but
light young men, and caught completely off guard by her
strength. She was able to slap, twist and snatch both blasters
from them as they were still bringing them up.
Jason had also reacted, and saw what she was doing in
time. He shoved savagely at his captors and one went over the
rail. She had not quite ripped one of the blasters from the
soldier’s trigger finger and it zapped the ceiling, setting the
paper-dust hanging tiles on fire. Jason grabbed the blaster as
she batted it his way and scrooched the other one of his
captors while he was still fighting for balance. His next blast
severed the chain on his manacles before he swung to help
them.
Dorrick did the best he could, grabbing the blaster from
one guy as he fell to the floor. They started to struggle. The
second guy on Dorrick had the body of the other one
shielding him, but Jason kicked him out of the way as he
brought the weapon back around to take care of Dorrick’s
captor while he was trying to get a shot at Dorrick.
TongSu had one blaster in her hand, but the guy she
grabbed it from got his hands on it again, and was prepared
for her strength this time. The other guy was coming back at
her, but she gave him a chest launch with her right leg,
sending herself sprawling at the same time, while grabbing
the blaster from the first guy.
188

In that first second one of their captors went over the rail,
their captain and another were down and the other three were
unarmed. Jason chased two off while TongSu flipped over
and yanked the one Dorrick was still struggling with right off
him with a choke hold. As soon as she did, Dorrick blasted
him bad right in the back of the knee.
Dorrick was trying to get to his feet, when TongSu
jumped up and said, “You shoot, I’ll run,” and shoved her
right shoulder under his left.
Jason was already charging down the corridor. It sounded
like McNulty troops were already in the cell block. She was
glad to feel Dorrick put his weight on her, his foot dangled
uselessly. She was getting pretty good at running with her arm
around his waist, and they were keeping right up with Jason.
They were on the third tier of cells. When they got to the
atrium, bolts were arcing across the lower floor and the jailors
were falling back toward their side. As they ran, Dorrick
pulled the pistol from her cleavage, poked it, then pressed it
into her other hand. “It really and truly is on stun,” he told
her, “and the range isn’t very long, the length of this hallway,
but the shot is wide. You are not hurting the person any more
than you would with a body slam.”
“Why is the government losing this?” TongSu asked as
they started down the stairs.
“Because most of the cops are just kids, they have a few
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good guys who know their stuff, but most of them soon get
positions with business where the pay is better.”
“The cops are kids here?” She asked. They were taking
the stairs dangerously fast for three legs, but Jason had
jumped to the bottom already.
“Yeah,” Dorrick told her as they ran, “If you’re a country
boy just getting introduced to the streets, the cops are a good
place to start. You’ve always got plenty of backup, they only
let you use light gear and they don’t go in the really bad
sections.”
At the bottom of the stairway there was a door where a
nervous clerk was watching the three remaining jailors
holding the end of this hallway. The glass was busted out of
the heavy cast-aluminum door and they were firing thru the
hole. Jason didn’t pause but bounded straight across and
chased that clerk out of the landing at the bottom of these
stairs. TongSu heard screams in the room over the cracks of
the blasters. She still held the pistol in her teeth because she
needed one arm on the wall to hold up Dorrick as he returned
fire from an extra policemen still in the room.
There was a hallway leading away from the atrium, Jason
ran into that yelling, “We can burn our way out of here up this
way.” A few stray cracks came their way down the hall as
they ran, but those guys were too busy with each other to
pursue them. By the time they caught up with him Jason had
already cut a hole in the wall that lead to a dusty, littered
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alley, right under the wings of the rumbling spacecraft.
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16. Caribe Honcho
After awhile, a pain or annoyance gets to be so constant
that the brain gives up and doesn’t even feel it or notice it any
more. Dorrick’s foot was now like that. No matter what
happened, it wasn’t going to hurt any worse or any less.
When he accidentally let it bang against the steps TongSu
carried him down at insane speed, he didn’t really notice,
letting him concentrate on the situation at hand. They were
nearing the bottom of a stairway. Jason was at the bottom
already. An office flunky was standing on the bottom landing
of the stairway with his back to Jason, completely oblivious
to his presence because he was watching the anteroom at the
bottom of the stairway. It was full of guards firing thru the
smashed door behind his over-turned desk. McNulty forces
were obviously advancing across the atrium.
Jason shoved the flunky back into the anteroom and the
guard in the back of the room almost shot him, then raised his
blaster toward Jason. Dorrick was quicker and let him have a
dose of that heavy police Makov across the head and
shoulder. He wouldn’t be the same person if he came to. He
hated the fact that he felt as torn now as he did the first time
he took someone down with a weapon, back when he was
barely out of middle school. So many lives in between,
especially the slaughter in the skinny-coyote ruins of L.A.
when he was hardened to it. Ten years on Kassidor had
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certainly made him more conscious of life.
Jason lead them down the back hall away from the atrium.
The other three guys were too busy with the McNulty’s to
chase them. This corridor would just go thru to the guard
shack, but soon after he shouted his plan, Jason started
carving the wall and had a hole the size of a manhole in the
wall by the time they reached it.
They were on a back alley but outside the prison walls,
right under the Blackwedge and its instrumentation picked
them up in seconds. All they had was laser, at its speed the
charge is usually useless because the arc would last such a
short time. Reflections of the laser caught their eyes a couple
times and caught some rags on fire as they ran thru the maze
of squatters camps and almost knocked down a clothes line.
One of the squatters threw a bottle, but they were gone before
it dented a nearby wall.
The main streets of Dlondai are choked with the everpresent grey dust, so high in uranium that people here needed
to spend a fortune staying young. Dorrick was cynical enough
to believe this was where all the jobs were going. This was
the ugliest place on Centorin and no one with any money
would ever want to live here. Therefore this is where they can
put the masses to get them off the land the wealthy want.
Industry was not dense enough here yet for conveyor systems,
so goods were hauled around on crawlers that stirred up
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enough dust that most of the people on the street put cloth
over their mouth.
That was a blessing. Anywhere else, hiding the face to
fool the recognition software would cause an alert. The guys
on that Blackwedge would have to turn that warning off in
this crowd. There are few in Dlondai in 3828 who don’t have
a blaster slung, even some of the women, even one’s like
TongSu who were being escorted by two armed men. The
cuffs would have given them away, but it took little time to
burn those off. They got lost in the large, noisy, mostly Caribe
crowd surrounding a cock fight. Dorrick wouldn’t have even
known what was going on if he didn’t see someone leaving
with a dead bird.
When he and Jason fought the Caribe on Earth, they lived
in much more primitive conditions where most of what they
had was mined from the landfills of ancient Los Angeles.
They used very nasty projectile weapons and he saw that
some still carried them here, if they didn’t carry a
Unification-Era antique like the toy they purchased back in
Orlontz. He’d much rather be there right now than in Dlondai
even though it was several years flight from a tube station.
“Where are we?” TongSu asked as they limped along.
Even that didn’t draw much attention because there were
plenty of one-legged beggars around. It would take the
McNulty Maces at least an hour to fly up here from Kex,
meanwhile all the family had in the area was the Blackwedge
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and whatever support they could get from local and planetary
police.
“We’re in Dlondai,” Dorrick told her.
“Oh; so I guess Kex is the tourist district of Centorin,” she
said.
“Pretty much,” he said. “It’s like the Yakhan,
Navorensville is our Trenst and this is the newest big city on
Centorin.”
“It looks like it’s so new you haven’t built it yet.”
“There’s a lot of truth to that,” he said. He didn’t like
what he was seeing ahead. Jason was arguing with one of the
locals and a few of his friends were starting to surround him.
They dressed in blanket-like capes, wider and thicker here
than in desert heat, but the weave is a tribal symbol and this
was the cape of a local warlord.
“I see you’ve come to trespass on our land again,” the
man said in Caribe. Dorrick recognized him, knew that this
tribesman knew that they spoke their language. Dorrick knew
building an industrial city on immigrant labor was a bad idea
and that was being proven right here and now.
“Jimenei,” Jason said in their staccato singsong language,
“we are here for less harm now than we were in L.A.” They
were security for a University of Kex archeological dig in
L.A. The Caribe are extremely xenophobic and all about turf
and trespassing on their territory. Their women are not
allowed to be seen by outsiders. “All we want is a tube station
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and we will leave.”
“You have quite a woman with you,” Jimenei said. “You
didn’t bring such gifts in L.A.”
“She’s not a gift,” Dorrick said. Though the pain seemed
like the same-old same-old to him now, he noticed it in his
voice.
“She looks like one to me,” he said and stepped in
Dorrick’s direction.
“She’s not part of your culture,” Dorrick gritted, “or ours
either for that matter.”
Jimenei reached out to her, TongSu looked a little leery of
him. Back home she would have slid into his arms and said,
‘hi,’ here she glowered at him and stayed just out of reach.
“You should introduce her to our culture then. A woman does
as she is told.”
“Not a chance, Jimenei,” Dorrick told him, getting right in
his face.
Jimenei stared him down for a few long seconds. Dorrick
heard his friends shuffle around them, heard the clink of
weapons and saw Jason lift the big Makov and cover them.
“Looks like you hurt your foot,” Jimenei said and kicked at it.
“Why don’t you tend that while I look over your gi...” was
about as far as he got.
Like Dorrick had noticed already, once the pain is infinite,
it doesn’t matter any more. Dorrick would have smashed him
in the balls with the butt of his blaster but he wasn’t there.
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TongSu already had him up in the air where she held his
hands and guided him to the pavement flat on his back at full
speed. The blow to his head alone knocked him out.
All of his men reached for their weapons, but both
Dorrick and Jason knew what was coming.
“You can takes the punks out of L.A.,” Jason said,
whirling and blasting one whole side of the group of
Jimenei’s friends, “But you can’t take the L.A. out of the
punks.”
“Yeah, just like old times,” Dorrick said as he blasted
those on the other side.
But as the nearest went down a much larger group popped
up and trained old projectile weapons on them. There were
too many to fire upon so for a split second everyone froze.
By then TongSu was back up, she had something in her
hand, the other one of those pulse grenades. “Are their old
blunderbusses grounded for these?” she asked in the best
Centish she knew as she tossed the safety pin over her
shoulder.
The sharp intake of breath told them all that they were
not.
“Then your weapons down should put,” TongSu said,
“away we walk and all calm is.” She said, too much Centish
for her to get into the right order.
Jason kept his weapon looking for any opposition, but
those who had unslung their weapons laid them down and
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those who hadn’t went on about their business as if nothing
unusual had happened.
They stayed alert, but TongSu got under his shoulder
again. He tried to stay alert anyway.
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17. Lets Get Lost
Dorrick was delirious before they found an unguarded
public station. The grey clay was deep in the streets, litter was
the only sign of life.
“I’ve got one more untraceable smart coin,” Jason said
and unrolled the cuff on his undershirt. “Use it to get home,”
he said as he pressed it in Dorrick's palm.
“Come with us,” Dorrick said, “don’t take a chance.”
“Can’t do it buddy, I’ve got a House to run, a wife who
depends on me and a feeling business is about to pick up.”
“Vio would come back across.”
“What about Maggage? Someone’s going to have to look
after her now too. I can’t just abandon her to the streets.”
“She’d still fetch a decent brideprice,” Dorrick said.
TongSu needed some explanation. He admitted there were
parts of Centorin society he hadn’t told her about because he
knew she’d react badly. Once she knew what they were
talking about, she was horrified. Besides killing each other
wantonly, on this planet women were bought and sold like
livestock. She was mad enough at Dorrick for keeping the
custom from her, but laid into Jason like it was all his idea.
They tried to tell her it was an unintended consequence of
how the Angels stocked their seedships.
That history lesson was interrupted when the police found
them, and once again the air was filled with bolts. Jason and
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Dorrick both poked wildly at tube booths, firing randomly
with the other hand. TongSu held the ugly pistol out and fired
in their direction. The sensation was a lot like that pulse
grenade, there was a sensation like space-time had swallowed
and the first wave of cops went down like mown thesh. She
couldn’t help shaking. With only one foot, Dorrick grabbed
her and pulled her into the smelly public tubeway car.
It was early on Nightday morning when they got to the
station. The lanterns were dimmed and the breakfast cooks
were still setting up. “I know just where to take you.” she
said.
“TongSu we’re not safe even here. We have to get lost in
the city.”
“Let them just DARE trying something ugly on Kassikan
grounds. Everyone in the bloodline of their House will sicken
and die within two weeks. I think you already know that.”
“I’m afraid I do,” he grunted.
“Yours is not the only side of the stargate with things too
big to mess with.”
“I know.”
There is a burn specialist in the forty second level in the
pyramid. Down a long hallway she could see a window, he
has glass in his door because of it. She left Dorrick there and
agreed to pick him up Morningday. He was not too delirious
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to give her a nice squeeze before he lost consciousness again.
She was busy all thru Nightday, there was a lot to get in
order. She had some wounds of her own that had to be tended,
her ears would have to wait a few weeks. She had financials
to sign, a house sitter to arrange and her girl hadn’t been in
the sky for several weeks. All their gear needed to be washed
out. She paid particular attention to the crossbows, and went
down to the canal for ten new arrows.
The guy she found to rent out her house was someone she
had known since she came off the farm, but he didn’t get
there till deep in Dawnsleep and it was only right to spend it
with him. He could tell she was distracted, but they had a
pretty good time anyway.
She was up before him, putting some last minute gear
aboard. She felt safe here, but not safe enough. She believed
Dorrick when he said they could get them even here. It is
easy to slip ceramics past the Kassikan or procure them here.
The medicines that undo the Instinct in the tube cars could be
used here, and would last at least half an hour until the person
is re-infected, maybe even a week? She really didn’t know,
but she knew it would be long enough to harm them. She
knew the Kassikan would try hard to make sure it never got
out of the tube car, but she knew it would.
She said good-buy to her house sitter as soon as her
balloon could move. The sky was light blue but Kortrax
hadn’t appeared. It hadn’t been quite down to freezing last
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dark, it was at least forty by now. She had to follow the canal,
her balloon couldn’t get over these buildings till she was
warmed by sunlight, but that wasn’t a problem. It took little
over an hour to fly to the Kassikan following the canals and
lockways.
“I know one thing,” TongSu said as she pushed the
unmotorized cart to the floater court, “There are a lot of
places they won’t find us.”
“What do you mean to do?” he asked.
“I checked on my balloon while you were recovering
from that blast wound. I netted her up and threw our gear in
her before you woke up.”
“How long was...”
“About thirty hours,” TongSu said, “So I want to get in
the air and get my balloon pointed out over the lake so I can
take a late Dawnsleep. Let us see if they are still pursuing us
after we fly a couple tunnels from here down the lake.”
Dorrick knew what she meant. No matter what the
Centorins brought to bear, it went on foot from the stargate,
and she could be years from the stargate in just a few weeks
in the air. By the end of the day they would be beyond the
range of any weapon any Centorin could get onto the planet.
Once you were beyond the range of the Yakhan’s tube system,
you were gone, as far as Centorins were concerned.
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The orange ball of Kortrax was directly behind, sparkling
thru the towers of the Yakhan. Her balloon swam slowly in
the chill of dawn, but the weather helped carry them up the
Dromedian Arm and away from any direct contact with any
technology. The Yakhan dropped ever further behind the tails
of the floater they hung from, cuddled together in a cargo net
with their camping gear, crossbows and kayak hanging off
behind it.
“I always wanted to go see where my ancestors came
from,” TongSu said, “and I’m sure we’ll have a much more
relaxing time there.”

203

Epilog - A Letter to Maggage
It was all over at last. The police let her go, the newsmen
let her go and the ad men finally let her go. All anyone really
knew was there had been a firefight in that warehouse, a
cache of weapons was found, her husband was dead and only
the timing said it had anything to do with the assassination.
She was just unlucky enough to have been dropped off at that
building by a friend she had been to dinner with.
She was separated from Vio as soon as Vio pretended to
know no Centish. It was after midnight when she finally got
back to the condo they rented. She stayed up late that night,
the McNulty assassination was still all over the news. She
saw the half-second shot of Bulf sprawled in the burned-out
hanger, the half-second clip of his body-bag being taken out
by the evac droid. Those clips were each shown three
different times over the course of the late-night and she cried
freely at each. He had no identification on him, of course. Her
husband of seven years would be autopsied, cataloged, and
sent as ground pork to a free kitchen.
She knew she couldn’t sleep and dawn was already
greying the tops of buildings on the far side of the canyon.
She knew she should try. She turned down the blanket on the
bed and found it. It was in a greetings envelope. On the
unsealed flap it said only ‘Maggage d’Eseron’. Her hand
trembled as she pulled out the note.
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Dear Magg,
When you open this, you will probably already know I’m
dead. I knew I was dead the day I was selected for this
mission because I was the only one who knew the House that
hired us. I’m not going to tell you Magg, because knowing
would kill you. They will see this letter, may have already
seen it. I would never put that burden on you my love. I
should have told you sooner how special you were to me,
there just never seemed to be a quiet time. What I’m trying to
say now is, I want the best for you. I’m sorry I won’t be
around to give it to you.
Stay with Jason, Magg. As tough as he is, he doesn’t slap
women around and he’s a survivor. He’s been thru tougher
than this in tougher places than the streets of Kex. He’s got
good political sense and is going to have connections. He
knows how to bow when he has to, and he knows how to
fight. He’s going places Magg, and I doubt his Kassidorian
woman will stick around for long. Who knows, you could
wind up First Wife in a decent House someday.
Your loving husband,
Bulf
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A Letter to Jason
To my friend The Harmz;
Thank you for a job well done. Sorry about your friend, my
condolences to his widow. May you find prosperity in your
future.
- An important friend.

